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ourteen young birders, ranging in age from 13 to 18, arrived in Minot,
North Dakota, from across the nation, representing ten different
states. The 12 guys and two girls, led by field trip leaders Michael
O’Brien (a tour guide with Victor Emanuel Nature Tours, VENT), Louise
Zemaitis (also a VENT guide), Steve Howell (a WINGS guide), and Ron
Martin (Past President, North Dakota Birding Society), went on daily field
trips, and each evening there was an in-depth program on some aspect of
birding. J. Tyler Bell and Jane Kostenko served as onsite ABA representatives for this Leica-sponsored conference. Here are words and images from
the conference from the students, parents, and leaders.
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compiled by

Jane Kostenko
23035 Forest Way
California, Maryland 20619
janekostenko@hotmail.com
Fourteen intense young birders and six sleep-deprived adults converged on Minot, North Dakota, for
a week of bird study and camaraderie. In this retrospective, we relive the 2008 ABA Young Birders’ Conference
in the words and photos of the conference participants. In this photo, Tim Hajda (sitting), Brian Magnier (prostrate,
foreground), and David Hollie (prostrate, background) zero in on a Red-necked Grebe. Photo by © Jane Kostenko.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
ne of my highlights from the Young Birders’ Conference (YBC) was
on our last full day of birding, when we spent the better half of the
morning in a wet grassland at Denbigh.
As we stepped out of the vans and changed into tall rubber boots, we
were greeted not only by the soft songs of Le Conte’s and Nelson’s
Sharp-tailed Sparrows, as well as beautiful, black, babbling Bobolinks,
but also by a very beautiful and tranquil landscape.
The sun was just beginning to climb above the line of deciduous trees
bordering the far edge of a soft, sweeping expanse of green grasses, glittering with the previous night’s dew, and a soft mist was still hovering
lightly over the meadow.
Once we had trudged out to the wetter area in the middle of the field,
we were constantly circled by a Sedge Wren, who flew back and forth,
not 50 feet away, between his favored singing venues. Wilson’s Snipes
were winnowing back and forth above our heads, the silhouettes of their
outstretched tail feathers clearly framed against the bright morning sky.
A pair of Sandhill Cranes, both washed with rusty brown, glided gracefully to a landing a ways out in the field, bugling forlornly all the while.
A pair of Eastern Kingbirds made quick flybys over our heads, carrying
back wispy, four-foot strands of nesting material each time.
By the end of our visit, everyone had had good looks at the secretive
Le Conte’s Sparrow in the scope, as well as the confidently performing
Sedge Wren. I could not have asked for a better conclusion to such an
amazing adventure.
— Andy Johnson, age 16†
ANN ARBOR, MICHIGAN

O
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Nelson’s Sharp-tailed Sparrow.
Photo by © Andy Johnson.

†

Ages of participants are as of the
date of the Young Birders’ Conference.
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–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
he two things that really come to mind when I think
back to the week in Minot, North Dakota, would have
to be both the amazing variety of
birdlife, from waterfowl to sparrows, that we observed, and the
intelligent people I met there. Not
only did I add to my life list such
target birds as Le Conte’s Sparrow,
Sedge Wren, and Red-necked
Grebe, but I also gained a few
good friends there!
Though I do participate in some
of the trips that are hosted by the
Allen Bird Club, the organization
for my area’s birders, I found the
YBC in Minot somehow more satisfying. I had no idea that so many
kids my age were interested in
birding. Many of the people I met
there are fantastic artists, and I will
always remember the YBC of 2008
as one of my favorite vacations.
The best of fun with all of these people was amplified
by some amazing bird sightings. I think that one of the
most thrilling experiences arose while I was eating lunch
on a dock. I was hanging out with David Hollie and Tim
Hajda, and as we ate we were greeted by a group of Rednecked Grebes. The only thing more magical than their
beautiful colors and striking shape was the sonorous
wail that these magnificent birds produced. I hope to
join some of these nice birders again in the years to
come!

T

— Brian Magnier, age 14
SPRINGFIELD, MASSACHUSETTS
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
lack-headed Grosbeak,” said Michael O’Brien, one of
the leaders. We looked up and got a quick look at a
male before he flew.
We were walking through tall, wet grass. I was glad I had
my boots. It was 6:15 a.m. at Garrison Dam. Then I heard
it: chee chee chee chee, ka-eey ko ko ko ko ko we-do we-dowe-do-we-do-we-do-we-do-we do we-do we-do.
“Yellow-breasted Chat,” said Michael, confirming my
suspicion.
I had always wanted to see a chat—they are occasionally
seen around where I live, but I had never seen one; maybe
this would be my chance. We kept walking. I feared that we
wouldn’t even attempt to see him, but I needn’t have worried. Michael turned off the two-track onto a small deer

“
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Yellow-breasted Chat (left) and
Le Conte’s Sparrow (right). From
the field notebook of © Harold Eyster.

trail. “Anybody who wants to try to see this chat, follow
me.”
Most of us began walking toward the direction of the
chat. After a bit he stopped singing, but we continued. After about ten minutes he sang again, this time behind us.
Louise Zemaitis, one of the other leaders, directed us to
stay where we were and be quiet. Hoping he would fly in
our direction, we waited. And he flew in.
“Up there, in that tall tree,” said a fellow birder, who, unlike me, had seen the species before. Before I could locate
the chat, he was gone, back into the brush, but he seemed
to be constantly moving, so I had confidence that he would
reappear. He did. This time I saw him. Sitting on a horizontal branch quite low to the ground, he perched and sang
his unique song, then he flew, appeared again, and was
gone.
This trip was one of the most amazing experiences of my
life, and one I will never forget.
— Harold Eyster, age 14
CHELSEA, MICHIGAN
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
t’s hard to pick just one of the many experiences to talk
about. There were so many amazing “firsts” on this trip.
My favorite would have to be birding with other birders my
age. This was the first time I met anyone my age who was
as interested in, or obsessed with, birds as much as I am. I

I
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think the best part of birding with kids
my age is the camaraderie, and all the
jokes being told. Being able to connect
with other kids and making new
friends were the best parts of the trip.
Well, except all the amazing birds.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
irst time in North Dakota? Yep.
Favorite YBC field trip? I really
enjoyed birding J. Clark Salyer National Wildlife Refuge and the Turtle Mountains.
Favorite bird(s) of the YBC? They
were all amazing, but I really enjoyed seeing Ferruginous Hawks,
Red-necked Grebes, Baird’s Sparrows, and Chestnut-collared Longspurs for the first time.
Number of new birds seen? 16.
Favorite thing about the YBC?
Great birds, great leaders, great
young birders, and great fun.
Attending the 2010 YBC? I sure
hope so!

F

— Josh Covill, age 15
COLUMBIA FALLS, MONTANA

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
he YBC in Minot was amazing. Having never attended a previous YBC or
an ABA event or program, I didn’t really know what to expect. It turned out to
be an awesome experience. I have always birded alone, with my mom, or Field Sparrow. Color pencil
on paper by © Josh Covill.
with people much older than I. It was
great to meet kids my age who have interests similar to mine
and are so involved in birding.
— Tim Hajda, age 13
The second we got out the door of Minot’s tiny
BROKEN BOW, NEBRASKA
airport, “it” began. The first bird I saw, a Western
–––––––––––––––––––––
Kingbird, was spotted by one of our guides,
y most memorable
Michael O’Brien. Everyone was excited and always
experience during
ready to bird, no matter how sleep-deprived, hot,
the YBC came during
or tick-ridden we were. It was so exciting to see so
lunch break while up
many new birds every day, and it was great to see a
in the Turtle Mounpart of the country that is so different from what I
tains.
While everybody
am used to back home in upstate New York.
Red-necked Grebe. Photo by © David Hollie.
Everyone had their own stories of birding expeelse was up in a picnic
riences, about where they have traveled, or whom they
area, Brian Magnier, Tim Hajda, and I decided to go down
have met, and it was fun telling my stories and hearing othon a nearby dock. Now this wasn’t any old dock, this dock
er people’s. We all got bird nicknames, too—mine is Gray
was on a lake that hosted several pairs of Red-necked
Catbird.
Grebes, a lifer just hours before! Off in the distance we
We saw many great birds, from the hundreds of Bobolinks
could see one of these elegant grebes sitting on a nest. Closand Western Meadowlarks, to the Chestnut-collared
er to the dock was a sleeping grebe. I noticed that the wind
Longspurs, Upland Sandpipers, the many sparrow species,
was blowing toward us, ever so slowly pushing the grebe
Sprague’s Pipit, the single Lark Bunting, and a pair of Sandcloser. We patiently waited, taking a few pictures
every couple of minutes. Finally after what seemed like forhill Cranes. The workshops were also very good, and learnever, the grebe got close enough for me to get some aweing about molt and bird songs was very interesting.
some pictures. Brian and I quickly laid flat on the dock to
— Erich Lehner, age 16
get more of an eye-level view of the bird and fired away. I
ALBANY, NEW YORK
took nearly 150 pictures of this amazing bird!

T

M

— David Hollie, age 15
RINGGOLD, GEORGIA
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
fter being named the ABA’s 2007 Young Birder of the
Year, I received a scholarship from the ABA to attend a
YBC. I couldn’t believe that I was actually going to Minot,
North Dakota!

A

Forster’s Tern. Photo by © Erich Lehner.
WWW.ABA.ORG
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Upland Sandpiper. Photo by © John Garrett.

scope a bit high for me. Atop a hill, surrounded by green
prairie grass, sat a Ferruginous Hawk. Regal and elegant, he
posed like a statue, stone still. His right eye was closed to
shield it from the rising sun. Just moments before, in the exact same location, we had observed a flock of Sharp-tailed
Grouse. The grouse had emerged from the surrounding grass
and the closer we looked, the more we saw. Then the hawk
flew in, and ten to 15 panicky birds took to the air, alighting
on a different hill nearby. The hawk became king of the vista,
and the grouse mere peasants.
Suddenly, the grouse flew back to the hill, their wings
curved in sharp “M” shapes as the birds sailed low across
the grass. The birds were so round, like melons, with tangerines for heads, perfect for a hawk to sink its talons into.
Some of the grouse stayed their distance, but a few strutted
right up to the statuette-like hawk. Unexpectedly, a grouse
a mere foot away from the raptor began dancing, stomping
his feet. The hawk watched, amused, surely knowing he
could take that dancing fool out in under a second.
“Maybe the hawk wants to learn how to dance,” Ron
Martin jested. A second Ferruginous Hawk flew in abruptly, and the grouse took to the air once more, thus ending
the hawk’s first dancing lesson.

Besides spending time in the field and meeting other
young birders, one of the most important values of the YBC
was learning from the experienced leaders. One example
was Steve Howell’s molt presentation. Steve gave us many
new terms to remember, but without doubt I understand
molt more clearly now. I became practically obsessed with
examining molt on every bird. For example, the next day
the group was observing a pair of Swainson’s Hawks. After
reviewing my friend Chris’s photos, I noticed that one of
the birds was simultaneously undergoing three generations
— Saraiya Ruano, age 18
of molt. If you understand what that means, good for you;
COLORADO SPRINGS, COLORADO
if you don’t, you might want to take Steve’s next molt workshop.
Thanks to Jane Kostenko and Tyler Bell for
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
making this fantastic event possible.
— Chris West, age 18
RICHLAND CENTER, WISCONSIN
— John Garrett, age 14
One of the holy grails of bird photogPASADENA, CALIFORNIA
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
y favorite part of the YBC was meeting other kids my age who bird. I never get a
chance to meet kids like me who enjoy waking
up at five in the morning to look for birds. Seeing other teens’ faces light up when they saw a
Baird’s Sparrow for the first time was just awesome. And being in North Dakota and seeing
all of the fascinating bird species that live there
made the experience all the more enjoyable.

M

— Luke Theodorou, age 13
LAWRENCEVILLE, GEORGIA
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
A Ferruginous Hawk
Receives Dancing Lessons
“There he is,” Ron Martin said, stepping back
from the scope. I lifted up on my tippy toes, the
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raphy is in-flight images of passerines. The birding community is
gradually starting to embrace the
concept that birds in flight can actually be identified. Yet good in-flight
photos of many common North
American passerines simply do not
exist. If you want to get serious about
photographing passerines in flight
(and, by the way, you might make a
lot of money in the process), a great
starting point would be swallows.
Swallows fly around a lot, they tend
to come in close, and they often soar
and stall for good photo ops.
Photo by © Chris West.
On this ventral photo of a Tree
Swallow, note the sharp contrast between the white body and dark wings.
On Violet-green Swallow, however, the contrast is noticeably weaker. This
difference has never, to my knowledge, been illustrated or otherwise mentioned in a North American field guide. (It was first brought to my attention several years ago by Kimball Garrett.) It is the case for many other
passerine species that easily seen in-flight field marks remain to be fieldtested and/or even discovered outright.
— Ted Floyd
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–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
orth Dakota is the eastern edge of the
West, the western edge of the East, and
the heart of the prairie pothole region, so it
made a great place for the 2008 YBC.
As our group of 14 young birders gathered
in Minot, we looked forward to a plethora of
specialty species. Needless to say, we were not
disappointed. I will never forget the wonderful
array of species we found, including Rednecked Grebe, Ferruginous Hawk, Piping
Plover, Upland Sandpiper, Forster’s Tern, Great
Crested Flycatcher, Sedge Wren, Sprague’s Pipit, Yellow-breasted Chat, and Rose-breasted
Grosbeak. Emberizids were plentiful: Spotted
Towhee, Chestnut-collared Longspur, and
Baird’s, Grasshopper, Le Conte’s, Nelson’s
Sharp-tailed, and Lark Sparrows highlighted
an impressive list of more than 15 species.
In the afternoons and evenings, the guides Top left: Ferruginous Hawk. Top right: Upland Sandpiper. Center: Lark
Sparrow. Bottom left: Bobolink. Bottom center: American Redstart.
gave us helpful workshops about molt, con- Bottom right: Sedge Wren. Ink on paper by © Andrew Guttenberg.
servation, birding by ear, and the birds of
North Dakota. In between, the kids spent time drawing,
from these frame-like clouds into glorious day. And as these
chatting, and just getting to know each other.
rays kiss my cheeks, I hear something...a thin trill just bareI only wish the YBC could have been longer, but I don’t
ly breaking the silence.
think I could have survived many more 3:30 a.m. mornI think it’s a Le Conte’s Sparrow.
ings! I would like to thank Leica, the ABA, and our wonI look around. Yup, sure enough, it is sitting low in the
derful guides for contributing to such a great time.
reeds just below the fog with its beak open, singing its
lungs out.
— Andrew Guttenberg, age 17
And I think to myself, “Sweet life bird!”
BOZEMAN, MONTANA
— Cheryl LaBelle, age 16
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
ESCONDIDO, CALIFORNIA
Mystic Morning
The fog around me hovers just above the ground, giving the
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
prairie a mystic look. The sky above me is illuminated with
ne of the best parts of the YBC was listening to the
colors I can’t begin to describe, with golden rays erupting
amazing songs of different birds. Listening and looking
way up in the sky for a displaying Sprague’s Pipit was a
highlight of the trip, its song sounding like it was spiraling
toward the ground. So were the Veeries, sounding like an
echo off a canyon wall. And the Wilson’s Snipes’ winnowing display, the pumping of air through their tails, making
a whistling sound. We saw these birds, but hearing them
was a way different experience.

N

O

— Tyler Loomis, age 14
TEMPE, ARIZONA
Two TV channels (KXMC and KMOT) based in Minot, North
Dakota, interviewed conference participants at Des Lacs
National Wildlife Refuge. Being interviewed in this photo is
young birder Cheryl LaBelle. Photo by © Jane Kostenko.
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–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
y son, Luke Theodorou, attended the YBC in Minot,
thanks to a very generous scholarship by the Georgia
Ornithological Society (GOS).

M
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This was Luke’s first trip on an airplane without us, and
since he was one of the youngest kids attending the conference, I was a little worried about his making airport connections, meeting the group in Minot, and so forth. I
shouldn’t have worried at all. He had the time of his life!
Luke hasn’t quit talking about how amazing the field trip
leaders were, how awesome it was to meet so many kids
who are serious birders, and how much he loved the beautiful state of North Dakota.
He saw many life birds and learned so much from the
conference—he has a new passion for sparrows! He now
wants to get into bird photography, too, and he’s saving for
a good camera. Luke has been in contact with several of the
kids since he returned home, and he hopes to be able to
bird with them again in the future.
Thanks to GOS for the opportunity, and to the ABA and all
the field trip leaders for making it such a special experience!
— Karen Theodorou
LAWRENCEVILLE, GEORGIA

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
t was great to have the young folks in North Dakota for
the YBC. The prairie ecosystem is perhaps one of the lesser-known habitats among birders, and it was a pleasure to
help introduce the kids to the prairie birds and the wide
open spaces. In addition, the location of Minot—at the
heart of the transition from Eastern to Western avifaunas—
brought opportunities for comparison of sibling species.
Central North Dakota was a unique and special location for
this year’s YBC.

I

— Ron Martin, Field Trip Leader
SAWYER, NORTH DAKOTA
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
hroughout the YBC, I wore my favorite ABA t-shirt—a
neon yellow gem from the 1994 ABA convention in
Minot. Startled YBCers who noticed the year on it were
amazed that my t-shirt was as old as nearly half of them!
We take very good care of our t-shirts...

T

2009 ABA Young Birders’ Summer Conference
21–27 June 2009 • San Diego, California
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

For Birders Ages 13–18 • Conference Cost: $795
Join other young birders to explore sun-splashed San Diego, a hotbed of bird activity and home to a number of specialty birds.
The week will include the following highlights:
• A boat trip to Santa Cruz Island, home of the endemic Island Scrub-Jay. Along the way, we’ll search for pelagic birds,
whales, and pinnipeds.
• A day trip to the Salton Sea, a magnet for unusual birds and one of the country’s top birding destinations.
• Trips around the region to beaches and wetlands, scrublands, desert, montane forests, and surprisingly birdy suburban areas.
• Outings to the San Diego Zoo and San Diego Natural History Museum. We’ll meet professional ornithologists and discuss
bird-related careers. We’ll visit one of the region’s finest bird collections, and we’ll make sketches and photos of specimens.
We’ll take a look at extinct birds and even prepare a skin for the museum’s collection.
Target species we hope to see include Mountain Quail, Pink-footed Shearwater, Xantus’s Murrelet, Pelagic Cormorant,
White-tailed Kite, Black Oystercatcher, Elegant Tern, Yellow-footed Gull, Red-crowned and Lilac-crowned Parrots, Costa’s Hummingbird, Nuttall’s and White-headed Woodpeckers, Island Scrub-Jay, Oak Titmouse, Wrentit, California Gnatcatcher, California and Le Conte’s Thrashers, California Towhee, Black-chinned Sparrow, Tricolored Blackbird, and Hooded and Scott’s Orioles.
We’ll stay at the University of San Diego campus, featuring onsite dining services for any diet, 24-hour security and emergency services, and safe, clean dormitory accommodations. More information about university conference facilities and services is available online <scweb.sandiego.edu/summerconf/scmain.htm>. The cost includes pickup at and return to San Diego
International Airport, transportation during the conference including travel to Santa Cruz Island, lodging, snacks and all meals,
adult supervision, entrance fees, and activities. Please contact the ABA by telephone (800-850-2473, extension 237) or e-mail
<scarbol@aba.org> to register or for further information.
— Steve Carbol
Education Manager, ABA
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Times may have changed, but the pleasure of good friends from exotic places, sharing unique and mundane experiences, never wanes.
— Jane Kostenko, YBC Chaperone,
Facilitator, and Stand-in Parent
CALIFORNIA, MARYLAND
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
hen Jane was asked to work the YBC, I
thought I might be able to help her out,
as I have worked 13 ABA conventions and
several conferences. Neither of us knew
Young birders Andy Johnson, Erich Lehner, and Andrew Guttenberg (left to
what to expect from a group of teenagers.
right) make observations of the behavior and natural history of breeding
You hear nothing but bad news in the varibirds of the prairie biome. Photo by © Ron Martin.
ous media about teenagers these days.
Our fears were unfounded. I found the kids to be wellWhen I was in high school in Minot, I had a pen pal in
educated, attentive, and passionate. I think some of them
Greece. We laboriously penned the details of our day-towere somewhat fearful of what to expect as well. It’s likely
day activities, weighing the merit of each word against the
that birding is frowned on in school as outside the maincost of an extra page in an air-mail letter. Four to six weeks
stream,
and for them to be immersed in one week of pure
would pass as our letters made their way across the many
birding with others who are equally passionate about birdmiles that separated us.
ing was a relief.
Within days of the end of the YBC, the young birders
These kids restored my faith in the next generation!
were exchanging e-mails and instant messages. And I hope
these young birders have forged friendships that will with— J. Tyler Bell, YBC Volunteer and Curfew Enforcer
stand the passage of time and endure the immediacy of the
CALIFORNIA, MARYLAND
moment.

W

2008 Young Birders’ Conference participants. Back row, left to right: Andy Johnson, John Garrett, Andrew Guttenberg, David Hollie, Brian
Magnier, Chris West, Tim Hajda. Middle row, left to right: Harold Eyster, Luke Theodorou, Tyler Loomis, Josh Covill, Erich Lehner, Saraiya Ruano,
Cheryl LaBelle. Front row, left to right: Ron Martin, Steve Howell, Jane Kostenko, Michael O’Brien, Louise Zemaitis. Photo by © J. Tyler Bell.
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