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 This weekend is the birdathon, and the Brooklyn 
Bird Club’s fundraising recipient is Long Island-
based Wildlife In Need of Rescue and Rehabilitation, 
otherwise known as WINORR. Cathy and Bobby 
Horvath’s WINORR is the go-to rescuer for raptors in 
New York City. This past winter, they saved an injured 
snowy owl at Floyd Bennett Field; more recently, 
Bobby captured a male great horned owl in Prospect 
Park after his leg had been split open by fishing line. 
The owl had been suffering for days and died only a 
few hours later, a sad ending to a previously exciting 
story: he and his mate had nested in the park, only the 
second recorded instance in at least a century. They 
produced one owlet. Local news outlets came looking 
for a response from the club, occasionally framing the 
story as a conflict between birders and fishermen. I 
don’t think it is. What we need is proper enforcement 
of the existing rules from the Prospect Park Alliance 
and Parks Department; until that time, we can cut 
down fishing line when we see it, and convice these 
decision-makers to see Prospect Park as the important 
birding area that is, especially now, during spring 
migration. Much depends on it.

- Ryan Goldberg
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By Matthew Wills
 Living with American kestrels is very distracting. I 
can only pause to write this in early March because it’s 
snowing, so the birds are unlikely to make an appearance 
this morning. While I’ve seen a bedraggled male in the 
rain, and a female après le bain, the morning’s swirling 
wet snowfall probably means they will remain unseen 
and unheard until it passes. This will mark the day as 
unusual: we’ve seen kestrels from our Sunset Park 
apartment almost every single morning since late 
January, except for storms and thick fogs. I’ve even 
given them a Twitter hashtag, #BrooklynKestrels, to 
document them on social media.
 It’s generally the sound that brings us to the 
windows. These little falcons are loud! Their shrill, 
cycling klee-klee-klee, as it’s sometimes transliterated, 
is distinctive. We usually hear them before we see 

them. Opening a window to the fresh, sometimes 
extremely fresh, air this winter turns out to be a whole 
other way to bird-by-ear. Of course, the falcons have 
a lot of competition from sirens, traffic noise, music, 
random sidewalk screamers, skateboards, construction, 
constant white noise from the BQE, and the unholy 
high-pitched screech of the D train turning sharply at 
4th Avenue and 37th Street. We know other birds are 
getting louder or changing their songs in response to 
human-made noises filling their environments. Are 
urban kestrels doing the same?
 Urban kestrels? Indeed. The American kestrel 
is the most common diurnal raptor species in New 
York City. But the birds are so small and swift they 
aren’t noticed nearly as much as red-tailed hawks, so 
ponderous in comparison, or peregrines, which 

American kestrels. All photographs in this article by Matthew Wills.
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have a great come-back story and other charismatic 
charms. NYC Audubon is in the know, though: its logo 
features a kestrel. 
 Several years ago, a survey by Robert DeCandido, 
Deborah Allen, Jim O’Brien, and many correspondents 
found dozens of kestrel nest cavities in the five 
boroughs. And they found that the birds readily took to 
old cornices for these cavities. These ornamental wood 
and metal additions to the front of 19th and early 20th-
century buildings are sometimes rotted with holes. 
Starlings, pigeons, and house sparrows all make use 
of this benign human neglect as well. Every kestrel 
nest I’ve come across in Brooklyn (in Red Hook, 
Gowanus, and Park Slope) has been in a cornice. And 
now in Sunset Park, it looks like a cornice for the pair 
we’ve been watching.
 Since January, first a male and now a mated pair 
have been perching on a tree across the street from 
our fourth-floor apartment. They’ve sat there alone, 
they’ve sat there together, and they’ve mated up there. 
They have also perched on nearby roofs, on old TV and 
newer dish antennas, on chimney pots, on ventilators, 
pipes, gutters, and skylights. The roofs of Brooklyn 
are positively festooned with perching posts. 
 Our building, next to Sunset Park, is only four 
stories tall, but it’s near the crest of the Harbor Hill 
Moraine, which hosts all the high elevations of the 
borough. We can see across the neighborhood to the 
upper bay and across that to Bayonne and Newark. 
The line of the Watchung marks the horizon. The 
kestrel show is much closer than all that, however. 
And what a show! It turns out that kestrels copulate a 
lot. On March 8, during an hour and a half of completely 
unscientific observation, by which I mean I was not 
observing most of that time, I saw them connect nine 
times. I sensed that it happened rather more often 
than that. Another morning I tried to do a 15-minute 
watch, but this was interrupted by the appearance of a 
Cooper’s hawk. 
 In this case, both kestrels took to the air screaming. 
The female dove down at the perched Cooper’s several 
times before the accipiter flew off. The kestrels then 
retreated to an antenna farther away and harder to see. 
Another morning I was more successful in getting an 
uninterrupted 15-minute span: the birds mated three 
times over that period. Another 15-minute watch 
another day also tallied three copulations.
 One of the standard monographs on the species 
estimates 690 copulations per clutch, with peak activity 
a couple weeks before nesting/egg-laying begins. American kestrels roosting on the same chimney pots.
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The action-adventure aesthetic of television nature 
documentaries primes us for lots of killing and mating 
among the animals, but here on the actual planet earth, 
where ratings aren’t an issue, there’s a lot of downtime. 
Frankly, considering how quick the cloacal contact of 
bird-sex is, what we see from here is mostly downtime 
among the kestrels. Not that it’s actually downtime. 
 When perched, the falcons are in constant motion. 
They’re clearly paying attention to their surroundings, 
looking up, around, and down. As predators and prey, 
they’re always on the lookout. They’re known to 
harry much larger birds: we’ve seen them chase after 
the common ravens that move across the Sunset Park 
neighborhood on their Bush Terminal to Green-Wood 

Cemetery commute. A couple of appearances by a 
female sharp-shinned hawk have also stirred things 
up. One morning, the sharpie dove after the perched 
male kestrel repeatedly with her incredibly long legs 
aiming to make a point. When the kestrel finally flew, 
the chase was on all over the neighborhood. Later the 
sharpie returned to the perch and groomed; the kestrel 
got away, somewhere, to return to the same perch once 
the sharpie had moved on.
 Grooming and preening also take up a good chunk 
of perching time. And just trying to keep their balance 
on a perch in the wind takes effort. After all, it doesn’t 
take a lot of wind to toss about a four-ounce bird. The 
tail-pumping characteristic of American kestrels may 
help them maintain their balance.
 Another male and another female have occasionally 
made appearances as well. Three different kestrels 
seen at the same time is so far the record for the view 
from the moraine. I believe I can distinguish the local, 
mated male by his elaborate russet breast, which in 
certain lights looks almost peach. 
 These brief observations will be published during 
the kestrels’ nesting period. Hopefully. I have to admit 

to feeling anxious about these birds, who are beset 
with so many hazards here in the city. But, they have 
been exploring a cornice hole on a corner building—
unfortunately, it’s not visible from our apartment—
which gives me hope all this work will lead to another 
generation of colorful little falcons.
 The scouting of potential nest sites, like the 
frequent copulations, is all part of pair-bonding. But of 
course there’s no guarantee they’ll nest in this corner 
cornice or successful raise a brood if they do so. Still, 
the birds’ constant presence here suggests that this 
particular hole in the cornice might be the one. If so, I 
may have to change the #BrooklynKestrels hashtag to 
#BodegaKestrels. 

 Update April 18: Judging from the female’s 
sudden scarcity, I think she started incubating on the 
weekend of April 14-15. #BodegaKestrels are a go! 
 We’ve witnessed a lot of food being fetched and 
prepped by the male. He usually eats the head of birds 
he catches, plucks their wing and tail feathers, and 
pulls out some of the body feathering as well. One 
body left on our fire escape briefly was pretty grim-
looking. Most of the captured birds seem to be house 
sparrows, although there are definitely other species in 
the mix. He delivers the headless corpse to his consort 
with much vocalizing. His flight is clearly labored 
while transporting prey. The falcons transfer via bill.
What’s been particularly fascinating in all this is that 
the female is caching food. She eats—I timed one meal 
at a dozen minutes—on a rooftop perch, then drops 
down to the roof where she stays less than a minute. 
When she returns, it’s without the leftover prey. At 
other times, we’ve seen her fly down empty-taloned 
and pick some leftovers and return to a perch to eat.
 Caching is mentioned in the American kestrel 
literature, but it’s a whole other thing seeing it happen. 
In fact, the opportunity to watch such an extended 
process of courtship and mating through the windows, 
for any species, is unprecedented in my career as a 
bird-watcher.
 My wife and I are expecting baby kestrels in mid-
May.

Matthew Wills watches birds in Brooklyn and 
elsewhere. Since 2010 he has been blogging about 
his urban natural history experiences at Backyard and 
Beyond: https://matthewwills.com.

American kestrels bracing against the wind.
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 Sean Sime would like you to know that he’s not 
out to get you. He’s one of Brooklyn’s three eBird 
moderators.
    “My philosophy is trust but verify,” he says, then 
smiles. “Which I believe is the same philosophy as the 
IRS.”
 A few local birders may speak of them in the same 
breath, but Sean is here to dispel some misconceptions.
 “eBird is a wonderful way to keep a checklist 
and enter data,” he says. “It lays out your personal 
information in a neat, concise, and easy-to-use way. 
But ultimately it’s a database. So the information 
that’s going into a permanent record needs to be useful 
to researchers. That’s a threshold and it’s not about 
if you saw this bird or not. I wasn’t there so I can’t 
comment on what you saw. The question is, ‘Is this 
record documented well enough to go into a permanent 
database?’ It needs to last forever. It needs to live long 
after I’m dead and gone.”
 This enthusiasm for accuracy is what led him 
to become a moderator in April of 2015—that and 
a request from his friend Doug Gochfeld, who was  

then reviewing all of Kings, Richmond, and Queens 
counties. Faced with a dump of roughly 2,700 historical 
records from as far as back as the late 19th century, 
not to mention ongoing daily submissions, Sean and 
Shane Blodgett agreed to help. They’re all volunteers. 
When I met Sean in early March, they had just cleared 
the queue for the first time since then. He raised his 
arms triumphantly. 
 But of course it began quickly refilling. In his first 
full year as a moderator, for example, he personally 
reviewed 3,417 records. The nuts-and-bolts of this are 
straightforward. If an observation is entered that trips 
a filter, it shows up in their queue. They must review 
it. If the sighting requires more documentation, they’ll 
ask for it. Sometimes it’s already there, in the form of 
a comment, photograph or audio recording. If it isn’t, 
they’ll email a form letter asking for more particulars. 
Nearly all of us have been recipients, but what struck 
me the first time I received one was Sean’s advice on 
what to look for in that particular species—information, 
I soon learned, that wasn’t in the field guides I’d been 
consulting. I appreciated the guidance, since I’d only 

By Ryan Goldberg

eBird Diaries: A 
Moderator Tells All

Can you identify these birds? Read on for answers and tips on how to 
turn your field notes and photographs into scientific data.
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been birding for a few months. It turns out this wasn’t 
a coincidence.
 “I’m at this in-between age in the birding world,” 
he mused. “I came up with a mentor, and for people 
my age and older, it was all about mentorship.” His 
was Joe DiCostanzo of the American Museum of 
Natural History. “That idea of mentorship is not there 
anymore—now it’s an app and a listserv—so for me, 
when I start reviewing records from a new person, I 
try to take a lot of time. I may send a form letter, but 
I’ll also follow up with things to look for in the species 
we’re dealing with, and add other things that can help 
in establishing that personal connection.”
 Understanding why an observation trips the filter 
is essential. It could mean that the bird is early, or 
late, or the quantity is high, or it just doesn’t belong in 
Brooklyn at any time. Addressing this in the comments 
tells the moderator that you know why the entry is 
characterized as rare. Field marks alone are sometimes 
not enough, if behavioral notes, for example, would 
augment the picture. Ruling out a confusion species, 
too, is a valuable approach.
 “Document, document, document,” Sean said. 
“Photographs are certainly always helpful, but they’re 
not an absolute necessity. And if the picture isn’t going 
to add anything, just write your description.”
 He offered an example. “Say you’re out at Plumb 
Beach in late May and you report 75 red knots. You 
would expect a small number of red knots to come 
through, so understanding that the filter tripped because 
it was 75, then you can use your comments to speak 
to why you know it was 75. ‘This was a single scan, 
left to right count, individually counted. It was not an 
estimate.’ Comments like that let the reviewer know 
that you know it was a big number.”
 His emails, however, occasionally produce 
apologies, aloofness, or even anger. He reminds the 
first category that they are in fact not wasting his time; 
he’s happy to help. As for the defiantly certain, he tells 
them that they should have no problem then describing 
what they saw. There are some people whom he no 
longer writes because they refuse to explain their rare 
sightings or even respond. Although he invalidates 
these observations, they remain in a person’s individual 
account.
 Sometimes he finds snide remarks in the comments. 
Ravens are everywhere, for instance. “But there may 
be six ravens in all of Brooklyn,” he said. “So they’re 
not everywhere.”
 The filters are county-wide, not site-specific, 

which he expects to change in the future. “Some filters 
are set because a bird is easily misidentified, especially 
by beginners,” he explained. “I still get poorly-
described raven submissions where I’ll ask for further 
documentation, and they’ll embed a photo of a crow.”
 Seeing thousands of checklists, he said, illustrates 
how often good birders make mistakes. “If people 
understood that, I think they’d be more tolerant of the 
review process,” he said.
 The moderators themselves aren’t exempt from 
their own high standards; even good records get 
sacrificed because the documentation isn’t lock-tight. 
Last October, for instance, Sean and Doug went to 

Breezy Point in the middle of a storm, arriving 30 
minutes before the intense rain was supposed to end, 
convinced that they would find a number of pelagics. 
They did. As the sky cleared, they watched at least 16 
parasitic jaegers coming from the bay past the jetty, 
a Cory’s shearwater and thousands of gulls and terns. 
Mixed in was a pomarine jaeger, so rarely seen from 
land. There was only one problem.

Sean Sime. Photograph by Doug Gochfeld.
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 “We could not photograph this thing,” Sean said, 
still frustrated all these months later. “I’d get a camera 
up, then it’d go down below the waves. Disappear in 
the throngs of gulls, come back up, try again. We could 
not document it. But we were getting scope views of it; 
we knew it was good.”
 They wrote up their checklist. 
 “Doug was like, ‘What do we do?’ And I said, 
‘You know what we do.’ As soon as we submitted our 
checklist, we invalidated it.”
 It was a substantial record for land observation—
and it doesn’t appear in eBird’s official records. (For 
the record, it is: “Enormous jaeger, well larger than the 
Laughing Gulls and other Parasitic Jaegers in direct 
comparison, with exceptionally broad-based wings. 
Adult-type body plumage, with pale belly and face, 
though black cap apparently came down well below 
the eye on the face. Seemed to have white shafts to 
most of its primaries, forming very obvious large 
white wedges. No extended Central tail feathers seen, 
though perhaps a hint of broad-based ones just barely 
protruding beyond the tips of the others.”)
 “We know it’s good, but we wouldn’t have put it 
through for someone else without a photo,” he said. 
“So we weren’t going to do it for ourselves.”

 From the top down, this adds up to a solid reputation 
at the Cornell Lab of Ornithology—a stature which 
Sean believes the entire Brooklyn birding community 
should feel proud of. eBird is a breathtaking resource; 
it has permanently changed the way birders act and 
interact with the natural world. It’s searchable by 
anyone, from a sixth-grader working on a school project 
to a scientist undertaking groundbreaking research on 
migration or population trends. And moderating that 
data isn’t something Sean takes lightly. Indeed, he told 
me, it gives him meaning. Growing up in Long Island, 
he wanted to be a marine biologist, but instead became 
a photographer.
 “I get genuine satisfaction from feeling like I’m 
contributing to science,” he said. “It’s part of why 
the thresholds are really high. We want a great, clean 
data-set in Brooklyn. Even though that boyhood dream 
didn’t come true, I can still contribute. It’s very different 
than having a hundred field cards in a shoe-box in your 
closet. There is a legacy to this information.”

On the next couple pages are examples provided by 
Sean.

eBird Documentation Examples
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Bicknell’s Thrush. May 
24, 2006, Prospect Park.

This is an example of a photograph 
that on its own wouldn’t be enough. 
Given the similarity of Bicknell’s 
and Gray-cheeked thrush (even 
in hand), audio recordings of the 
full song are the best option for 
documentation. Thankfully this 
bird was  willing to hum a few bars.

eBird documentation examples
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Cassin’s Kingbird. 
November 25, 2014, Floyd 

Bennett Field.
Photographs were essential to the 
identification of this vagrant Tyrannus 
flycatcher, New York’s second record 
of the species. As is often the case with 
the yellow-bellied kingbirds, this bird 
was initially identified as the more 
expected Western Kingbird. Without 
the initial photos being distributed the 
ID never would have been made and 
the hundreds of birders from all over 
the tri-state area would have missed 
out on this long-staying beauty!
.

Ash-throated Flycatcher. 
December 8, 2004, 

Prospect Park.

Any Myiarchus flycatcher should 
be scrutinized carefully, especially 
once we enter late October/
November. When photographing, 
think of the field marks needed to 
distinguish the species from a great-
crested or something potentially 
rarer. Overall structure, coloration 
and bill size are useful, but it mostly 
comes down to a clean look at the 
undertail!

Least Bittern. July 17, 
2017, Prospect Park.

Straightforward when giving 
decent looks, but how often does 
that happen? Once there are 
juvenile green herons in the mix, 
extra care is warranted as well.
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White-rumped 
Sandpiper. May 30, 2017, 

Plumb Beach.

Shorebirds can often be tricky, 
and distinguishing spring white-
rumped sandpipers in flocks of 
semipalmated sandpipers is no 
exception. Photographs like this 
help a reviewer know it wasn’t just 
a larger semipalmated sandpiper 
in the background. The wingtip 
projection past the tail and the red 
base to the lower mandible are 
enough to clinch the ID even though 
the plumages are very similar.

Northern Goshawk. March 
19, 2017, Prospect Park.

While goshawks are raptors belonging 
to the accipiter family (short-winged, 
long-tailed forest hunters), from an 
identification standpoint these beasts 
are most often confused with young 
red-shouldered hawks. So if you think 
you are looking at a huge accipiter, 
it’s probably a big Cooper’s hawk. 
If you spot what you think is a small 
buteo that turns out to be an accipiter 
things are looking good! Notice how 
the heavy, teardrop-shaped streaking 
extends all the way down the chest and 
belly and onto the undertail coverts: a 
key field mark for Northern goshawk.

Painted Bunting. 
January 1, 2016, 
Prospect Park.

Sometimes just a photograph will do.



All bird photographs in the article by Sean Sime.

The Clapper Rail Spring 2018

11

Northern Parula. 
November 30, 2017, 

Hendrix Creek.

Any warbler in November (besides 
yellow-rumped) should be 
documented well. Our understanding 
of subspecies identification and 
distribution is expanding and well 
photographed individuals may 
be able to shed light on things we 
haven’t even learned yet. It’s an 
exciting time to be a birder and 
to contribute to citizen science!

Mew Gull. March 16, 2018, Floyd 
Bennett Field.

Gulls can take 3-4 years to reach adult plumage. 
Take the 12-15 species that come through 
the state annually and that’s roughly 50-60 
standard plumages to figure out. Sprinkle in a 
touch of individual variation among species 
and the possibilities are a test of will on bitter 
winter days. We all strive for the frame filling 
Nat Geo-esque images, but pulling back and 
including surrounding birds really helps a 
reviewer ascertain size and color in relation 
to other birds. When we comment that the 
mantle color of the mew gull is slightly darker 
and the bill is smaller than nearby ring-billed 
gulls, it’s nice to see how that translates in life.

Clay-colored Sparrow. 
October 17, 2017, 

Prospect Park.

Once a true twitch worthy bird, 
CCSP seems to be more common in 
recent years during fall migration. 
The difficulty with this species 
is not simply it’s dark-lored 
doppelganger, but that being so 
tiny and fast moving, sometimes 
photos are the most efficient way 
to discern which species it is.



By Sheila Friedman
 March was Women’s History Month. Women have 
been birders, ornithologists, bird artists, researchers, 
naturalists, and activists on behalf of birds. Thankfully, 
we don’t have to limit ourselves to only one month to 
recognize them and their contributions to birding. Yet 
there are so many women whose contributions remain 
unknown or forgotten. So let’s take some time before 
we get too busy searching for every warbler and 
wader within the tri-state area to honor some women 
(and female birds, too!) whose contributions are an 
inspiration to me – and I hope 
you as well.
 Dubbed “the other 
Audubon” by Joy M. Kaiser 
in her book of the same name, 
Genevieve Estelle Jones (1847-
1879) was a self-taught scientific 
illustrator. Her love of nature 
was inspired by her father, while 
her passion for painting was 
something she shared with her 
mother. When she was 29 she 
attended the 1876 Centennial 
Exhibition in Philadelphia. 
She was taken by John James 
Audubon’s paintings for his 
book, Birds of America. She 
wanted to create a companion 
volume for Audubon’s stunning 
portraits; she had collected a 
nest of a Baltimore oriole during 
her travels with her father, but 
she couldn’t find any reference 
illustrations when she tried to research the nest. Thus 
was born her idea to illustrate bird’s nests and eggs.
 Jones and her friend Eliza Jane Shulze began 
sketching the nests and eggs that they had collected, 
always exacting in the measurements as they were 
drawing. It wasn’t illegal to remove nests and eggs 
from the wild, so Jones’ brother, Howard, would 
collect them for her. Her father funded the project that 
began in the dining room of their family’s apartment 
in Circleville, Ohio.  Her father, a doctor, had hoped 
that the subscriptions he would sell of his daughter’s 

illustrations would eventually cover the costs of 
production.
 After 20 subscriptions were sold, they moved the 
project to larger quarters: a two-room studio in the 
barn. Jones and Shulze would draw the nests and eggs 
on large stones for lithograph printing and then hand-
color the prints. You can see Jones’ drawings on the 
Smithsonian Library website in an essay by Joy M. 
Kaiser.
 Her illustrations received rave reviews for their 
artistry and scientific precision. The reviews allowed 
her father to sell more subscriptions, including to 
President Rutherford B. Hayes and then-Harvard 
student, Theodore Roosevelt.
 Tragically, Jones contracted typhoid fever and died 
after a three-week illness. She was 32. She and Shulze 

had completed fifteen of the 100 
plates. She lived to see the debut 
of part one of her book, only one 
month before her death. It was 
a remarkable achievement for a 
woman of that era, let alone such 
a young one. Naturalist William 
Brewster called her illustration 
of the nest of the wood thrush “a 
perfect masterpiece.”
  After several weeks of 
mourning, her grief-stricken 
family and friends finished 
the book. Her mother Virginia 
completed many of the plates 
after Shulze taught her the 
technique for lithography. Today, 
the Smithsonian Libraries has 
two copies. The story of how 
Joy M. Kaiser brought attention 
to Jones’ mostly forgotten work, 
plus these beautiful illustrations, 
is detailed in her book, The Other 

Audubon.
 Shortly after Jones died, another woman was born 
who would change the way ornithologists study birds. 
Margaret Morse Nice studied biology at Holyoke 
College and zoology as a graduate student, but put 
her aside her professional aspirations once her parents 
convinced her to focus on a domestic life. She and 
her husband, a professor himself, moved around with 
their five daughters before settling in Columbus, Ohio. 
There, in 1927, she began observing song sparrows 
in her backyard, and later published papers based on 

Singing Her Praise:
Women in Birding

Genevieve Jones.  From the Cleveland Museum of Natural History.
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her detailed behavioral observations, 
as opposed to the predominant practice 
of collecting and classifying. Although 
dismissed as a “mere housewife” by other 
ornithologists, her Studies in the Life 
History of the Song Sparrow “was almost 
immediately recognized as a milestone in 
animal ethology.”
 Not to be left out, female birds also 
deserve recognition. We commonly think 
of male birds as the ones who do the 
singing; they sing to attract mates and to 
define their territory. But recent research 
studies are showing that females of some 
species sing too.
 Most of the studies examining 
birdsong have been conducted in 
temperate climates – that is North America 
and Europe. Birds living in these regions 
migrate; they travel back and forth 
between their breeding and wintering 
grounds. Each time they arrive on their 
breeding grounds, they must establish 
their territory and find a mate. Male birds 
in temperate zones don colorful plumage 
and sing their hearts out to attract a mate 
during the breeding season. Thus most 
of the research on birdsong is centered 
around male birds.
 In tropical regions, however, many 
species stay in the same territory with the 
same mate for one or many years. They 
do not need to sing to attract a mate, but 
they do sing for other reasons, such as to 
mediate interactions with other birds or to 
protect their food source. Female singing 
is much more common than previously 
thought, especially in non-migrating 
birds. They defend their territories all 
year-round. It has been thought that 
female birds in temperate regions do not 
sing.
 The perception that female birds don’t 
sing has been changing, in part thanks 
to remarkable studies conducted by 
researchers Katarina Reibel, Karan Odom, 
Lauren Benedict and Mike Webster at the 
Cornell Lab of Ornithology. According to 
Odom and Benedict, there are at least 144 
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North American passerine species with female song. 
They state that “across avian species, approximately 
64% have female song, but these estimates are rough... 
and could be higher.” They claim that the numbers of 
singing females in temperate regions is most likely 
underestimated, so they’re asking for help. They have 
created a citizen-science project to report and collect 
evidence of female birdsong. By visiting their site, you 
can learn the backstory of their research and how and 
where to report your findings.
 There is a page devoted to the yet-to-be-
documented species, such as some we encounter here, 
like the boat-tailed grackle and Baltimore oriole. You 
will be able to submit notes, pictures or audio to eBird 
and to an online bird sounds sharing website called 
Xeno Canto. The website has recorded female songs 

of birds like the Magpie-lark (a duet with the male), 
Northern cardinal, superb fairy wren, and canyon 
wren.
 In her article, “Female Birdsong is Finally Getting 
the Attention It Deserves”, Katie Valentine quotes John 
James Audubon as describing male hummingbirds as 
highly aggressive courters. Their mates, by contrast, 
were passive and delicate. Any bird or human who has 
stood near a female ruby-throated hummingbird’s red 
bee-balm patch knows full well that she is anything 
but passive and delicate. Their mighty squeaks as they 
hover close by stop you in your tracks and chase away 
any other foraging hummers.

Blue-headed vireo. Photograph by Marc Brawer.
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By Sheila Friedman

About three years ago, Bobbi Manian began leading 
the BBC’s Tuesday migration walks in Prospect Park. 
This spring, Rob Bate subbed for Bobbi the first two 
weeks while she was out of town; she took the helm 
again on May 1. I’ve regularly joined these walks 
since I retired two years ago, but I recently realized 
that I didn’t know all that much about Bobbi. She 
graciously agreed to an interview and we spoke on a 
cold, early April day, when spring migration still felt 
very far away.

SF: I’m glad to have the chance to get to learn about 
you and I’m sure others will too. Tell us a little bit 
about yourself and what got you into birding.

BM: I’m an engineer and worked in a technology 
start-up company. For a variety of reasons the start-up 
got big and corporate. It went from being a small, fun, 
technology company to corporate America, which has 

never been my bag. I was in a fortunate position to say 
goodbye, “I’m done,” and retired in my late forties.

SF: That’s great.

BM: Yes, and you know for anyone who’s retired, we 
all face a certain struggle – what am I going to do to 
stay engaged in the world? How am I going to stay 
intellectually stimulated, interact with people and just 
get out in the fresh air? Birding checks a lot of those 
boxes.

SF: I know exactly what you mean.

BM: I started looking for inexpensive things to do and 
Googled free activities in Prospect Park and Michele 
Dreger’s “Introduction to Birdwatching” popped up. I 
had binoculars and it sounded relaxing, so I went on 
one of her walks. I had spent time in the park before, but 
mostly for concerts at the bandshell and walks around 
the loop, so I was just overwhelmed and taken by this 
class. I was taken by Michele’s enthusiasm and just 
this magical world inside the park that I never knew 
existed. There were woodpeckers in the park! The next 
day, (I’m almost positive it was the 10th anniversary of 
9/11), I was enjoying a day in the park with my sister 
and some friends, but I realized that I was looking at it 
with different eyes. We were in the Vale of Cashmere 
and there were several birders sitting there with their 
bins. They let me take a look, it was so mellow, and 
just a whole different way of looking at things, which 
we needed so badly. Back then, we were still trying to 
find a reason to…you know, good things.

SF: We needed to see good and positive things about 
the world.

BM: Exactly. So that was the beginning and I went on 
more walks. I met Peter Dorosh, who told me about 
the Brooklyn Bird Club and trips outside of the park. 
Having a car, I was in high demand! I went on some of 
those field trips, met people and had a great time.

BM: Peter was so good at giving responsibility early 
on, especially to women. Peter’s a big advocate of 
getting women involved. I didn’t feel that I knew 
enough, but Peter and then later, Rob Bate, gave me 
support. (One of Peter’s more light-hearted tips was 
to make sure I knew where the bathrooms were!) I’m 
still learning. When I didn’t know something, I looked 
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it up. I was never a teacher, but learned that the more 
you teach other people, the more you learn.

SF: As a teacher I totally agree. Were there any other 
people who you felt were mentors?

BM: Dennis Hrehowsik and I became good friends. 
He pushed me to learn more and encouraged me to 
go birding in places other than the park. He told me 
to go on all the trips because they offer different 
environments. Heydi Lopes told me about places she 
felt safe to bird. Brooklyn has all these gems, like 
Floyd Bennett, Plumb Beach, and the Salt Marsh. I 
learned that I love shorebirds.

SF: You are involved in the club in other ways too, like 
with the Birdathon. You also organize teams for the 
Christmas Bird Count as well as lead walks. What do 
you like about leading walks?

BM: What I really like is when someone has an 
“Aha” moment. It reminds me of my own “Aha,” 
noticing woodpeckers in the park for the first time. I 
felt encouraged by Michele in those early days and I’d 
like to be more encouraging to new birders, too. I like 
feeling part of a community and meeting different types 
of people. Before I stopped working, I was hanging 
around with other nerdy, technical types – you know, 
we’re all engineers. Now, I’ve met a whole spectrum 
of people, writers, educators, professional birders. I 
like the camaraderie and people helping each other. 
All of a sudden you realize that the walks are leading 
themselves!

SF: Do you think this has changed since you started – 
possibly with more online reports?

BM: Certainly, with Twitter. It’s a mixed bag, right? 
You can’t change the forward march of technology 
so we just have to find ways to use it responsibly and 
constructively. There are good things about it because 
you find out where the birds are. So, the ability to 
know that there’s a prothonotary warbler down by the 
Lullwater in real-time is a big deal. Before, leaders 
would just text as many people as they knew when there 
was a cool bird. One of my first great introductions to 
birding was this: we were down at the pink beach and 
there was a prothonotary. I got the briefest glimpse. 
As we were leaving the area there was this group of 
businessmen in suits, running down to see the bird. 

“Where is it? Did you see it?” They obviously had to 
go to work, but it was migration! I thought that was 
pretty cool.

SF: I know you travel to California often. Do you bird 
there?

BM: Yes, I love to bird there. They have a lot of beaches 
and marshes and more preserved wetlands. They have 
a lot of shorebirds, my favorite.

SF: Are there things you would like to see the club 
doing?

BM: Definitely, but adding on things requires 
participation from more people and we are always 
looking for more volunteers. As the community 
gets bigger, we try to bring them into the fold. We 
meet people in the park, freelancers, retired people, 
someone with a little time on their hands. For example, 
we worked with the Prospect Park Alliance using their 
boat, the Green Monster, to clean up fishing line. We 
did that for many years and then that boat died. They 
got a new boat and we’d like to offer our help, but 
you’d need someone to fill in paperwork to avoid 
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liability for the volunteers. Sometimes, having people 
to do things like that would allow us to do more things.

SF: Any other thoughts on birding?

BM: Birding can be many things; it can be very social, 
like coming on the walks and trips. It can also be 
solitary and meditative. I go out on my own a lot too. I 
sit and watch the birds and it can be very zen. Birding 
can be many things to many people and more than one 
thing to each of us.

SF: That sounds very zen! On a lighter side, other 
interests besides birding? I remember you were doing 
some bread baking.

BM: Yes, I’m obsessing about bread baking. I’m 
making Ethiopian injera bread now and my kitchen 
doesn’t smell very good. Knitting is one of my hobbies 
and reading, too. All solitary, so I like to get out of the 
house.

SF: Do you have a life list and do you have any idea 
how many birds you’ve seen since you’ve started 
birding?

BM: I do have a life list and no one’s going to believe 
me that I don’t know it off the top of my head. My 
world life list is over a thousand: 1,882. I just came 
back from Trinidad.

SF: Fabulous! What about Brooklyn only?

BM: I don’t know exactly. 295? I don’t know it off the 
top of my head even though everyone thinks I do. Since 
we’re talking about women, Heydi Lopes was the first 
woman to go over 300 for Brooklyn. She set the bar 
for everyone else. I think her 300th bird was a female 
Harlequin duck. That was pretty good for women.

Left: Falconer. Right: Harrier. Acrylic on wood panel by Toto Feldman.
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Sparks!
By Linda Ewing
 It wasn’t the plumage that caught my attention. It 
was the voice: buzzy at first, clarifying into a liquid 
burble, and ending with flourish. Repeat. Repeat 
again. And again, and again, and again. I tracked the 
song to its source, and was stunned to discover a 
tiny, brown bird perched on the gutter of our garage. 
Or maybe it was in a tree. Definitely by the garage, 
though.
 At the age of 8, I wasn’t completely ignorant 
of birds. For as long as I could remember, the 
backyard of our frame house in Toledo, Ohio, had 
held a birdfeeder, visible from our kitchen window. 
It attracted mainly house sparrows and mourning 
doves, occasionally cardinals (aka “redbirds”) and 
blue jays (which, I’m proud to say, no one 

Wren. Mixed media drawing by Sam Dean Lynn.
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in my family called “bluebirds”), squirrels, and, on 
one memorable winter’s day, a mouse that tunneled 
through snow to get at the seeds scattered below.
 But none of these, not even the mouse, captured 
my imagination the way that small bird with the 
outsized voice did. My father told me it was a wren. 
(How did he know? Was he already familiar with 
wrens, or did he look it up in our pocket-sized Golden 
Nature Guide?) Soon afterwards, he built a birdhouse 
to hang on the side of the garage. It went unused—the 
wren had disappeared—but from that point on, in the 
roles that families assign their members, I became the 
One Who Was Into Birds.
 And there were so many kinds of birds to be into! 
Flickers—nicknamed “big bird” by my grandmother, 
for reasons known only to herself—pecked at my 
grandparents’ lawn, flashing their white rumps and 
yellow wing linings. Meadowlarks perched on fence-
posts when we drove through the flat, northwest Ohio 
countryside. Pheasants, rarely sighted, dropped the 
occasional brown and black herringbone plume as 
a sign that, yes, they were around. Once my father 
brought one home for me as a gift.
 It was the wren’s insistent song that first drew my 
attention, but it was the diversity of avian life that 
held it. I’d like to say this was because I recognized, 
even then, the unique accessibility of birds. They 
are everywhere, gracing the humblest gardens, the 
grittiest urban landscape. They bring a bit of nature’s 
unpredictability and wildness to anyone who cares to 
look up.
 Really, though, it was because I was a nerdy kid 
who enjoyed keeping lists. 
 When I was ten, we moved to a bigger and fancier 
house in the suburbs, introducing me to more and 
fancier birds. My life list, ticked off in the indices 
of successive field guides, grew. Orioles sang in the 
horse chestnut trees that bloomed in the ravine behind 
us. Down by the river, I saw an actual cuckoo, a bird 
I’d thought was invented. We even had red crossbills 
come to our feeder one winter. My parents welcomed 
a handful of local birders—friends of colleagues of my 
father’s—into our kitchen to see them.
 As I got older, I never lost interest in birds 
entirely. I’d take binoculars with me on vacations to 
woodsy or beachy places, and I was thrilled to have 
pileated woodpeckers as yard birds when I moved to 
western Massachusetts for grad school. But between 
school and work and raising a daughter, birds moved 
to the periphery of my life. It wasn’t until I retired 

and moved to Brooklyn, a few blocks from Prospect 
Park, that I began to bird seriously again. A vacation 
in Trinidad rekindled my interest, and a few walks in 
the park showed me just how birdy Brooklyn could 
be. One thing led to another: a bit of boredom-induced 
Googling on a lazy afternoon took me to the “Prospect 
Sightings” blog, where I learned that a red-necked 
grebe was hanging out on the lake, which seemed to 
be a big deal. What did a red-necked grebe look like, 
anyhow, and was it ticked off in my field guide? No? 
A lifer, then! 
 I saw the bird and was hooked all over again.  
 This renewal of my interest coincided with my 
father’s decline. As his memory deteriorated, he 
masked it by not saying much. He’d smile and nod 
instead, and when he had to speak, he did so slowly, 
as though looking each word up in a mental dictionary 
before committing to it. When he talked about birds, 
though, he retained much of his old fluency. And so, 
during my parents’ last year in the big suburban house, 
no longer so fancy by then, birds were our main topic 
of conversation. We’d talk about how often the red-
bellied woodpecker was coming to the feeder, whether 
scarlet tanagers would put in another appearance, my 
Brooklyn birding adventures. 
 My dad died this past March. Going through old 
photographs afterwards, I found ample documentation 
of my childhood bird obsession. There I am in an 
unidentified autumn landscape in 1969, a pair of 
Ranger Rick binoculars around my neck. There I am 
out west in the summer of 1972, having upgraded to a 
seriously hulking pair. There I am, a gangly teenager 
with an unfortunate haircut, sporting an Audubon 
Society patch on my bell bottoms. There are those 
crossbills at our feeder.
 And there—not pictured, because he was always 
the one behind the camera, but there nonetheless—
was my dad. 
 Psychologists claim smell is the sense most closely 
tied to memory. For me, it’s hearing. A house wren’s 
song whooshes me through space and time to a spring 
morning on Sherbrooke Road, when I was a skinny kid 
with a broken tooth and my father was unimaginably, 
heartbreakingly young. The wrens will be singing 
again in Prospect Park soon. I saw my first of the year 
as I was writing this column. When I hear them, I’ll 
remember that original bird, along with the man who 
enabled and supported the obsession it sparked.
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Clockwise from top: Summer tanager, Great egret, Ring-necked ducks, Red-eyed vireo. Photographs by Marc Brawer.
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By Ben Garron-Caine

Local hotspots: 
Brookville Park, 
Queens

 When I was first in Brookville Park in Rosedale, 
Queens, last September, I was thrilled to see as many 
migrants as I did, but two natural happenings were 
particularly memorable: An Eastern red bat circling the 
fenced off NYC Parks building near the tennis courts, 
and a strip of waterside vegetation in the north part of 
the park which was teeming with hummingbirds. I’d 
never seen as many ruby-throateds in one place as I 
had that day, so I decided to return last week on May 2, 
a particularly warm and sunny one, to re-scout.
 The park itself has some unique features. It was 
constructed by WPA funds in 1937, and is centered 
along the terminal section of a natural stream which 
originates in Elmont in Nassau County. The stream 
runs partially underground from Elmont, underneath 
the nexus of the Belt and Southern State Expressways, 
and emerges at the top of the Park from two rectangular 
shafts.
  The historical name of this stream is unclear: 
various authors have called it Simonson’s, Old Mill, 
or Brookville Creek. Brookville seems fitting to me. 
What is certain is that this body of water at one point 
supplied Brooklyn consumers with drinking water, via 
an aqueduct operated by the Jamaica Water Supply 
Company that ran roughly along what is now North 
Conduit Avenue to Ridgewood Resevoir.
 After entering the north end of the park via the 
twin shafts, the creek enters a larger body of water 
which was widened by the Parks Department in 2009 
and surrounded with absorbent vegetation as part of 
a larger project to control and mitigate some of the 
runoff into Jamaica Bay.  The west side of this body of 
water was where I’d seen my hummingbird bonanza 
last year.  Unfortunately, it appeared that the vegetation 
had been managed in a way that removed the flowering 
plants which had previously attracted them.
 Regardless, I found some notable birds downstream 
as I walked the creek, which between the northern 
pond, and Conselyea’s Pond to the south, is at one 
point channeled through a unique synthetic concrete 
half-pipe which resembles a miniature Los Angeles 

Brookville Creek enters the park from underneath the Belt Parkway.

The Northern pond.

Brookville Creek, connecting the Northern Pond to Conselyea Pond.

Northwestern area, site of former Cedarhurst cutoff LIRR tracks.
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are particularly large. It appears they’ve been planted 
with open space in mind. This may be explained, 
in part, by the former presence of an LIRR rail line 
which used to run southeast through Rosedale, the 
“Cedarhurst Cutoff.” The tracks were only in operation 
between 1872 and 1880, but were relaid twice in the 
early 20th century, before being permanently removed 
in 1934.
 The park’s proximity to JFK includes planes so 
close you feel like you could hit them with a tennis ball. 
One particular approach to the runways goes directly 
over the park from north to south, as if Brookville 
Creek exists as a pre-runway guiding pilots to their 
descent.

River. I found some songbirds in the creekside trees as 
well as in the shrubs along the halfpipe. 
 The creek heads south through the park and winds 
up in Conselyea Pond, where I’ve sighted belted 
kingfishers, great egrets, osprey, and common terns. 
This particular osprey was scanning at times, but made 
no dives, carrying on south towards the flats of Idlewild 
or more likely Jamaica Bay.
 In addition to the water features, the park’s 
northwest section contains some very mature deciduous 
trees on flat, grassy, and somewhat open terrain. I’ve 
seen busy canopies here, previously with flycatchers 
and warblers. My visit last week treated me to yellow-
rumped warblers and yellow warblers, and a blue-
headed vireo. 
 Many of the trees in the park’s northwestern section 

A plane headed due south over Conselyea Pond on its way to JFK.
All photographs in the article by Ben Garron-Caine. 

The Clapper Rail Spring 2018

22



IMMIGRATIONS 

At the airport, people were deplaning from all parts of 
the world,

brilliant wardrobes flowing,
when over the multi-hued planes

a great blue heron
winged its slow way into the red setting sun.

And I wondered,
is there an Ellis Island for migrating birds?

a Statue of Liberty?
maybe a pretty chamber of commerce brochure

full of half-truths and glory
that birds dream of just before
they lift off into the half-light?

Next week back home,
birds streamed along Lake Superior’s shoreline,

wary of the crossing
but needing to find a way.

For them, shores are frontiers,
barriers,

launch pads.
Here the birds enter a world

where magnetism, sun, moon, stars, landscape,
transform from abstractions

into one map lit bright.

Do the birds find some transcendence 
where mind body wind unite?

where they do an abracadabra act
a swirl of wand, a little smoke –

and they magically know where to go
because that is what they were perfectly created to do?

When the birds reach the other side,
do they fall on their knees and kiss the ground?

do they stop for a moment and sing,
perhaps strut their colors, give thanks?

It’s good the sky can’t be fenced
(though I suspect we are trying).

It’s good that passports and borders are earthbound
otherwise the man behind the desk at the port of entry

might ask
Do you have a license for that craft?

A visa?
How long do you plan to stay?

Do you have a plan?

—John Bates

This poem is printed with permission 
from John Bates book, Cold to the 
Bone. John is a naturalist, leading 
trips and writing about Wisconsin 
Northwoods. See www.manitowish.
com.

The illustration is a photo taken 
of a jacquard weaving done by 
John’s wife, Mary Burns. Mary’s 
latest woven work is Ancestral 
Women’s Exhibit: Wisconsin’s 12 
Tribes, featuring women elders 
from each of those tribes. See www.
ancestralwomen.com.
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Fashion and the Fight for Wildlife
By Janet Schumacher
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 From a delicate tiara featuring snowy egret plumes 
to a large fan made of golden eagle primaries, feathers 
were the height of fashion in late 19th century New 
York. The trend was attributed to imported French 
hats with small birds and wings, creating a “wind-
blown” effect. From there it escalated to evening 
gowns adorned with feathers or small birds tracing 
the neckline. Swallows were particularly popular. 
Egrets were widely hunted in the Florida Everglades 
for their plumes, but ever more exotic species were 
prized. Soon Birds of Paradise tails were appearing on 
bonnets and roseate spoonbill tails and wings used for 
fans. Ironically, some women considered the wearing 
of feathers a demonstration of their love of nature.
 However, a number of women effectively 
campaigned against wearing feathers and promoted 
bird conservation. The current exhibition “Feathers: 
Fashion and the Fight For Wildlife,” at the New York 
Historical Society highlights the activism of five 
women along with that of Brooklyn-born George 
Bird Grinnell, the founder of the Audubon Society 
in New York and a pivotal American conservationist. 
The exhibit commemorates the 100th anniversary of 
the Migratory Bird Act of 1918, which regulates the 
hunting and trade of migratory birds, feathers and 
eggs.
 As the fashion center of the United States, New 
York City was also the center for the feather trade. It 
was a profitable industry, often employing immigrant 
women and children working in unsanitary conditions 
for low wages. The millinery industry was particularly 
important, as these hats were very popular. On two 
walks in Manhattan in 1896, Frank Chapman counted 
542 women wearing hats decorated with whole or 
partial birds. As head of the ornithology department 
at the American Museum of Natural History and a 
conservation advocate, Chapman was appalled. 
 Florence Merriam Bailey was also disturbed by 
how many of her fellow students were wearing hats 
with birds or feathers. She founded the Smith College 
Audubon Society to educate her classmates about 
birds. She wrote articles for Audubon Magazine 
while she was a student and in 1889 published Birds 
Through an Opera Glass, a guide for both backyard 
bird watchers and scientists. In 1895, Mabel Osgood 
Wright published Birdcraft: A Field Book of Two 
Hundred Song, Game, and Water Birds, a field guide 
that included reproductions of John James Audubon, 
Louis Agassiz Fuertes and other artists’ illustrations of 
local birds in Connecticut. Unable to attend medical 

school because she was a woman, Wright pursued her 
interest in ornithology. She was a founding member 
of the Connecticut Audubon Society and contributed 
many articles for Bird-Lore, the predecessor of 
Audubon Magazine.
 Another woman who wrote popular articles on 
birds and nature was Harriet Mann Miller, writing 
under the pen name Olive Thorne Miller. She was 
introduced to birding in her forties, and after moving 
to Brooklyn in 1875, became a dedicated birder in our 
own Prospect Park. Miller wrote a series of studies of 
birds, beginning with Bird-Ways in 1885 and hundreds 
of articles for publications such as Harper’s Bazaar 
and the Atlantic Monthly.
 Mary S. Sage, as the New York field agent for the 
Audubon Society, took her message to the road. She 
gave hundreds of lectures on birdlife and conservation 
illustrated with stereographic slides and charts 
throughout New York, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey. 
Sage was one of the most popular field agents, and in 
1919 the Bird Club of Long Island presented her with 
her own car so she could better reach rural schools. 
Field agents ran study classes, summer schools and 
organized Junior Audubon clubs. 
 A popular Wagnerian opera singer, Lilli Lehmann, 
became an ardent campaigner for the Audubon Society 
and bird conservation. As a vegetarian and animal 
rights activist, she opposed the donning of feathers for 
formal attire. In fact, ostentatious feather arrangements 
on hats and large feather fans occasionally led to 
conflicts at the opera when they blocked the view 
of anyone seated behind. Lehmann refused to sign 
autographs for anyone wearing feathers and published 
“An Appeal to Women” to not wear feathers. Capable 
of commanding the stage, Lehmann was the only 
woman to speak at the second annual meeting of the 
NY Audubon Society, urging its members to “battle 
against this gruesome folly.”
 Lehmann helped popularize the “Audubonnets,” 
hats without feathers fashioned from a variety of 
materials including ribbons, hemp, spun glass, 
horsehair and leather. Feathers from domestically 
grown ostriches were allowed. In a print ad from the 
1890s for Audubonnets at the exhibit, I was surprised 
to see the price range from $5 to $50, equivalent to the 
inflated price of a Hermes Birkin bag today. In an 1898 
interview in the Waterbury Evening Democrat, when 
one woman worried if the Audubon Millinery would 
ever be vogue, a second replied, “All that is necessary 
is to make the birdless bonnets the most expensive.” 
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Audubon chapters supported milliners manufacturing 
Audubonnets and Saks & Company in New York 
promoted stylish “humanitarian hats.”
 Even having long known about the use of feathers 
on apparel, it was shocking to walk into the exhibit 
and see the crassness of the items on display, however 
artfully executed. Wait, are those actually herring gulls 
draped over the shoulder and made into a muff? And 
the hats: a grackle posed to fly off and anchored with 
blue-winged teal wings? Or a masked booby splayed 
across the brim in a last gasp death pose? Red-legged 
honeycreeper earrings? What were they thinking? I 
immediately remembered the revulsion I felt as a child 
seeing my aunt wear the pelt of a beautiful red fox 
with its needle-sharp teeth clasping its tail snuggled 
around her neck.
 The Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918 was 
an agreement between the United States and Great 
Britain, which also acted on behalf of Canada, for the 
protection of migratory birds and curbed the feather 
trade. Prior to the agreement, it was estimated that 
20,000 tons of ornamental plumage was imported to 
the U.K. from East India between 1870 and 1920, 
representing millions of birds. But as France was not 
party to the agreement, this trade was simply diverted 
to Paris (Robin W. Doughty, Feather Fashions and 

Bird Preservation: A Study in Nature Protection).
 Education continues in the urgent need to protect 
the environment and to increase appreciation of 
migratory birds. The World Migratory Bird Day 
organization is taking the lead on this effort. In its 
campaign, it has incorporated the major migratory bird 
corridors including African-Eurasian, the East Asian-
Australasian, and the Americas flyway. Our annual 
participation in this event on the second weekend in 
May is one way to help. And a visit to the New York 
Historical Society exhibit is worth your time.

Title Page: Birder. This Page: Blue-gray gnatcatcher. Acrylic on 
canvas by Cordell Cordaro.
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By Steve Nanz, Janet Zinn, and Ronald Bourque

This guide to one of Brooklyn’s premier hotspots was 
written for the Brooklyn Bird Club’s website, and is 
being reprinted here with our own customized map for 
those who would like to get to know it better.

 Historic Floyd Bennett Field was New York City’s 
first municipal airport, later a naval air station, and in 
1972 became part of Gateway National Recreation 
Area. A grassland restoration project was initiated in 
1985. This grassland is being managed by the National 
Park Service and the New York City Audubon Society. 
The woody vegetation is suppressed by annual mowing. 
From early spring up to the mid-August mowing, the 
grasslands are full of wild flowers and grasses in hues 
of green, red, blue and yellow that change almost 
every week. These wild flowers also attract numerous 
butterflies.
 Floyd Bennett Field is known for its grassland birds 
and wintering hawks and owls. During spring migration 
there may be bobolinks, Eastern meadowlarks, Northern 
harriers, American kestrels and, on rare occasions, 
grasshopper sparrows and dickcissels moving through 
the grasslands. The grasshopper sparrow and the 
meadowlark no longer breed here, but the Savannah 
sparrow still holds on. The Northern harrier has also 
been an occasional breeder at the Field and is often 
seen hunting over grass and open shrubland throughout 
the year. Red-tailed hawks, Cooper’s hawks, sharp-
shinned hawks, kestrels, merlins, and harriers are often 

winter residents. Resident peregrine falcons from the 
Marine Parkway bridge make occasional hunting 
forays into the Field. The short-eared owl has become 
a rare winter visitor, along with snowy owls.
 Northern flickers, woodcock, ring-necked 
pheasants, brown thrashers, catbirds, common 
yellowthroats and white-eyed vireos are among the 25 
to 30 species of regular nesters. The many tree swallow 
nesting boxes throughout the Field are generally 
active, and the tree swallows are always joined by barn 
swallows hawking insects over the grasslands. In early 
October, migrating tree swallows gather into swarming 
flocks of nearly 1,000 birds feeding on the numerous 
bayberry shrubs around the field.

Suggested route:

 The many runways and roads that crisscross FBF 
make walking easy but be prepared to cover more 
than a few miles if you hope to visit all of the areas 
mentioned. Driving a car around the field will allow 
a birder to cover much more area than by foot. As an 

added benefit, the car acts as a good blind. Harriers, 
kestrels and even owls may fly within 20 feet of you. 
Biking is also an option.
 To enter FBF by car or bike, drive southeast on 
Flatbush Ave and take a left onto Aviation Rd. just 
before the bridge to the Rockaways. Take your first left 
and head back northwest. Just before the Ryan Visitor 
Center on your left, you will find community gardens 
which can reward visitors with warblers and sparrows 
during migration. Rarities here have included Cassin’s 
kingbird and dicksissel. (Be mindful to park by this 
area only in spots not designated for garden members. 

A Guide to Floyd 
Bennett Field

Islands - Barren Island - (Floyd Bennett Field). 1937 photograph by 
Percy Loomis Sperr, from the New York Public Library.

Islands - Barren Island - (Floyd Bennett Field ). 1931 photograph by 
Percy Loomis Sperr, from the New York Public Library.  
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You may walk the paths between the garden plots but 
do not enter the gated plots themselves.)
 Continuing toward the Ryan Visitor Center you 
will see a runway to the right. Take that runway 
northeast to the very end to a large parking lot. Along 
the way look for raptors and grassland birds. From 
the parking lot you have a good view of two large 
uninhabited islands (a scope is advisable here) with 
large trees and shrubs that often host winter raptors. 
This area is best in winter for viewing waterfowl and 
gulls. You may continue to the right to Raptor Point 
(good for waterfowl and sometimes shorebirds) or 
backtrack to the Visitor Center. If you backtrack, take 
a right at the intersection, and head northwest along 
the same road with the community garden. On your 
left, you’ll see the Aviator Sports Center where you 
may park. The Center has bathrooms and a cafeteria. 
From the parking lot, continue on by foot northwest 
until the road ends. You’ll see another runway to your 
right running northeast. In March, this runway is an 
excellent spot to see displaying woodcock at dusk. 
Just beyond that intersection is the path to the North 
Forty Nature Trail.

 The North Forty Nature Trail wends its way 
through shrubland and extensive stands of phragmites 
to a man-made two-acre pond called the Return-a-
Gift Pond, which has two blinds. The beginning of the 
trail through shrubland is habitat for Eastern towhees, 
catbirds, brown thrashers, robins, cardinals, and 
common yellowthroats. The water level in the pond 
is the existing level of ground water in any particular 
season, so it can be dry at times. When wet, common 
avian visitors to the pond are mallards, black ducks, 
wood ducks, gadwall, green-winged teal, Northern 
shovelers, hooded mergansers, pied-billed grebes, 
glossy ibis, spotted, least and solitary sandpipers.
 If the road part of the trail has not been mowed 
recently, the grass can be heavily infested with dog 
ticks. Deer ticks carrying Lyme disease are a possible 
spring and summer hazard. Poison ivy is also abundant.
 Note that certain areas are restricted and that some 
runways are not open to vehicles, although you may 
walk in. When walking, stay on the paved runways 
in the grassland areas as walking on the grasslands is 
strictly prohibited.

Airports - Floyd Bennett Field - Brooklyn. 1931 photograph by Ewing Galloway, from the New York Public Library. 
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By Tom Stephenson

Learning Birdsong

This article was originally published on Surfbirds.com 
in 2008. We are republishing a condensed version with 
the author’s permission.

 One of the great joys of birding comes from 
walking through the woods during a spring warbler 
fallout and hearing all of our “old friends” singing 
again. Our heightened awareness, coupled with the 
recognition of all of the songs we hear around us, is 
very rewarding. But when we travel to a new birding 
destination that sense of knowing what we are hearing 
is usually replaced by frustration and confusion. No 
longer do we recognize the birds that are singing. 
Instead we are confronted with a cacophony of sound 
that gives us no map of the birds around us, and no 
clear way to focus on which species we might want to 
pursue.
 After experiencing this frustration years ago during 
a trip to Ecuador, I vowed that, before my next trip, I 
would try and find a way to learn as many bird songs as 
I could. My goal was to have that same satisfying sense 
of recognition I have during our spring migration. I 
wanted to be able to create a clear audio map of the 
birds singing around me. I knew that this would make 
the birding more satisfying, and would also help me 
find the key birds I wanted to see.
 My own memory is nothing special. I don’t 
remember many birthdays, people’s names are forever 
escaping me, and I’ve lost plenty of keys, gloves and 
umbrellas. So I knew my work was cut out for me. I 
began with a brief study of how the memory works, 
researching what skills I might acquire that would help 
me with the memorization process. I then worked out 
a system specific to learning bird songs. Using this 
system I have been able to learn 300 or 400 songs for 
each of my last several trips to Africa, South America 
and Asia. Knowing many of the local songs made these 
trips much more fulfilling and exciting for me, and was 
definitely well worth the time and energy spent. More 
importantly, I discovered that it really didn’t take as 
long as I feared it might to learn all of those songs.
 In this article I’d like to discuss what techniques 
I have found to be helpful in this process and to offer 
suggestions and encouragement to anyone who might 
want to add learning an area’s songs to their trip 
preparation list. Along the way I’ll talk about some of 

the myths surrounding memory, and what tricks and 
techniques have been proven successful for all types 
of memorization. I’ll also mention some of the new 
technologies that help make learning bird songs much 
easier now than it was in the “old days.”
 There are many benefits to trying to learn the songs 
for your next trip. First of all, the process of learning 
the area’s songs will enhance your field guide studies 
and help you achieve a “no-bird-book-needed” skill 
level for your trip.
 Another benefit is that knowing what you are 
hearing can help you focus on the area’s target birds, 
and avoid pursuing more common birds that you have 
already seen.
 When speaking with people about learning more 
bird songs, I’ve heard a lot of excuses. “I’d love to, but 
my memory isn’t very good.” “I just couldn’t spend 
the hours and hours of time needed to learn so many 
songs.” “It would be great but it took me 10 years just 
to learn the warblers here in my own backyard.” “I’m 
too old to remember so much anymore. Maybe 20 
years ago….”
 Let me emphasize right now that it doesn’t take 
nearly as long as you might think to learn one hundred 
or two hundred bird songs. If you can dedicate 15 

Prothonotary warbler. Painting on paper by Toni Simon.
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minutes a day for a month, I guarantee that you can 
learn at least 100 songs and probably many more (or 
your money back!). That’s way less time than you 
probably spend watching commercials on TV. And if 
you commute to work, you probably have a lot more 
time than that available.
 The key is making the commitment and then 
taking advantage of the techniques and technologies 
that make learning lots of bird songs possible. And by 
the way, as you’ll see from the studies sited below, you 
can do it no matter what your age.

***

 Let’s take a quick look at some of the myths and 
facts of memory and memorizing. Fortunately, there 
have been a lot of studies done on this topic, since 
memory skills are so important to many areas of life.
 One of the common myths these studies have 
“busted” is that the ability to memorize a lot of facts 
or associations is an innate inherited ability that only 
a special few possess. This position is reinforced 
by public showings of “memory experts” who can 
reproduce the telephone number of anyone in the NYC 
phone book, or tell you the day of the week of any date 
in the last 1000 years. This reinforces the feeling held 
by many people that they just don’t have the ability to 
memorize lots of facts or names…or lots of bird songs.

 In fact, in study after study, it has been shown that 
almost all people have the same basic capacity for 
memory. “The capacity of your memory is a function 
of the memory techniques you use more than a 
function of any innate differences in memory ability.”* 
In other words, it’s much more likely that you have 

bad memorizing techniques than that you have a “bad” 
memory.
 And by the way, there is no such thing as a 
“photographic memory.” Several studies have focused 
on people who had well developed memorization 
skills and were able to reproduce information from 
magazine pages in an almost “photographic” way. 
However when presented with these same pages turned 
sideways or upside down, they were not able to recall 
much information at all. So much for photographic 
memories. They just had well developed memorization 
skills.
 And age isn’t the handicap that it has been made 
out to be. Many studies have shown that, while it takes 
people older than 50 a bit longer to memorize things, 
the retention ability of old and young people seem to 
be about the same.

***

 People who have studied memory have found 
a range of techniques and skills that aid in the 
memorization process. For example, research has 
shown that memorized connections are stronger and 
easier to recall if visual imagery is used. Let’s say you 
want to associate the words fish and bicycle (no doubt 
an association you have had to make at some point in 
your life…) Rather than just repetitively reviewing 
this association, or repeating the two words over and 
over; it’s better for stronger retention to create a visual 
image of these two objects you are trying to associate. 
In other words, visualizing a fish trying to ride a bicycle 
is much more effective for the recall process than just 
repeating “fish, bicycle; fish, bicycle”. And the more 
associations you make the stronger the memory will 
be. If you can add a second image of your neighbor 
riding a bicycle bringing home a fish the memory 
will be stronger. This discovery about the technique 
of visualization for stronger memorization applies 
particularly well to the abstract process of trying to 
associate a song and the name of a bird.
 Another key discovery is that for effective 
memorization, the management of time is extremely 
important. Most loss of memory happens within the 
first few minutes of the learning process. So an effective 
memorization technique must include a review of the 
associations and images you have created fairly soon 
after the first attempt to memorize them. And “testing” 
the memory often and soon after the first associations 
increases the pathways for retrieval and is an important 

Black-throated blue warbler. Painting on paper by Toni Simon.

The Clapper Rail Spring 2018

31



part of learning things quickly.
 This testing process is really the key to 
memorization success. When learning bird songs you 
must actively recall the name yourself. That means you 
must not listen to the name of the bird before hearing 
its song during the testing process. This is critical. And 
you must test yourself very soon after learning a few 
songs.
 Learning also takes place more efficiently if you 
take things in small “bites”. The process of starting with 
just a few associations, testing them very soon after 
the first session, and then having frequent additional 
reviews, has proven itself in many studies to be very 
effective in learning any group of associations. This 
sequence is the core process I’ve used for memorizing 
many bird songs.
 The importance of taking things in small bits with 
immediate review also applies to studying bird ID 
using a field guide. Let’s say you have 15 minutes to 
study the ID plates for a new country you are going to 
visit. If you use those 15 minutes to go through the first 
20 pages of the book, looking carefully at the species 
on each page, you will probably remember some of the 
birds the next day. But you’ll probably find that a few 
days later, when you look back over those first pages, 
most of the bird species are a pretty fuzzy.
 Your species retention will be much stronger if you 
concentrate on only the first 3 or 4 pages, going over 
the birds several times, and then reviewing each page 
two or three times while testing yourself on the names. 
Using this method you can learn all or most of the 
birds on those few pages in that first session, with only 
minimal subsequent review required. This is a much 
more efficient way to learn the birds for a trip than 
going over the first 20 pages once each session, over 
the course of several sessions separated by a couple of 
days or more.
 By the way, what word do you associate with the 
word “fish”?

***

 For this article I’ll discuss using Apple’s free 
program iTunes for the learning process. This program 
is very good, works with iPods and some other MP3 
players, and can be used to burn CDs for the testing 
process if you want to listen in your car.
 You can actually do all of your learning right in 
iTunes if you can schedule to be near your computer 
for a few minutes a day. (And I’ll bet that most of us 

are trying to find ways to schedule how to be less near 
our computer every day…so the opportunity is right in 
front of us most of the time!)
 iTunes has one master library list containing all of 
the songs loaded into the program. Using songs from 
this list you can then create many playlists or smaller 
collections of the songs you want to study. One song 
can be in several different playlists.

 You’ll need to make many playlists, of 5-10 bird 
songs each, when you get started. Later you can create 
more custom playlists for testing yourself. The initial 
playlists should contain bird songs from the same 
family or maybe from the same page in your field 
guide. Once you have learned a number of songs you 
can create custom lists that include only songs that are 
high pitched, or only songs that descend in pitch. This 
kind of testing really helps you learn the songs well. 
More on this later.
 iTunes (and iPods) have one feature that is very 
important for the testing process: Song Shuffle. When 
you begin testing yourself on the songs in a playlist, 
you need to “shuffle” the order each time you listen to 
the playlist. Otherwise you will just learn the order of 
the list!
 When you are testing yourself on the songs you are 
learning it is absolutely essential that you not hear the 
name of the song until you have provided it yourself. If 
you try and learn songs that are preceded by the bird’s 
name it will take you a lot longer!
 In short, using a random access program like iTunes 
is essential for learning a lot of songs quickly. You can 
easily shuffle the order of the songs each time you test 
yourself. You can also quickly reference another bird 
song if you mistakenly attribute one bird to another’s 

Louisiana waterthrush. Painting on paper by Toni Simon.

The Clapper Rail Spring 2018

32



song. And making special groupings or playlists of 
similar songs for further study and testing is easy and 
very effective.
 By the way, if I say “fish” what word comes to 
mind?

***

 After you’ve loaded as many target songs as 
possible into a master playlist in iTunes, the next step 
is to group 5-10 similar songs together using iTunes 
playlists. Don’t try and group too many together in one 
list. Learning goes much faster if you take the process 
in small steps! 
 One way to help reinforce the songs and the visual 
image of the bird is to put together playlists based on 
one or two pages of the main field guide you will be 
using for the trip. But be sure not to include any birds 
that don’t occur in the areas you will be visiting. No 
need to make the job tougher!
 This all may sound like a big task, but in reality 
you can assemble all of the playlists you’ll need for 
your trip easily in an hour or two once you have the 
source materials.

 Now that you’ve got all of your songs in iTunes 
arranged in many small playlists the real memory work 
begins. 
 For best results, you need to focus completely on 
this task, so at least at first you need to dedicate time 
to learning the songs. As you learn more songs and get 

more familiar with the process you can begin to use 
your time commuting to work or other less focused 
time. But it’s definitely best to start with small bits of 
dedicated time. I’d recommend the following schedule:

> 4-5 minutes for the first run through
> Short break
> Second, faster run through
> Don’t play the whole song, just a phrase or two
> Very short break of a minute or two
> Your first testing session
> Play back the songs without the names and remember 
the image you created and the bird’s name 
> Check the name
> Shuffle the playlist
> Take an additional 2 minutes a couple more times 
during the day to retest the first playlist’s songs played 
back in a random order
> Total listening time: 15-20 minutes tops 

Using this process you can easily learn a playlist of 
songs every day or two

***

 To effectively memorize bird songs you have to 
establish a strong association between the name of the 
bird and the bird’s song. It’s not enough, for example, 
to know that you have learned a bird song that sounds 
like “Wichity wichity wich.” You have to find a way 
to associate that song with the bird’s name: common 
yellowthroat. You must find a way to make a strong 
visual or other association between the song and the 
NAME of the bird. And of course it also helps to add 
to this associative process an image of the bird itself.
 This is how you will be able to recall the bird 
when you hear the song in the field. This association is 
essential for learning a lot of birds in a short period of 
time.
 It’s possible, of course, to just hear a bird song 
over and over, and eventually learn to associate that 
song with a particular bird. You may make some kind 
of unconscious association with the song and a trip you 
took, or with a certain location where you first saw the 
bird. With raw repetition you’ll eventually create the 
song-bird name association.
 In fact, you could just play the songs for your trip 
over and over and over again in your car, and most 
likely you’ll eventually learn to recognize some of 
them. But this is an extremely inefficient way to try and 
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learn anything, let alone the very abstract association 
of a bird’s song with its name.
 To learn a lot of bird songs in a short period of 
time you need a focused approach that creates strong 
associations between the song and the name of the 
bird. That’s the core technique that provides the key to 
learning a lot of songs quickly.
 The imagery that connects the song with the bird’s 
name by necessity needs to be personal, something that 
quickly comes to your mind when you hear the song. 
As you test yourself, you’ll see how effective your first 
choice of image has been, and you may need to adjust 
the image after the first test or so.
 Over time you will develop many different ways 
to create these “images” that connect a bird’s name to 
its song. And of course the more you do this the faster 
and easier it becomes to make these images and their 
associations.
 Sometimes the image may come just from the 
shape of the sound, such as a rising or falling song. 
Maybe the song will suggest a word-based phrase like 
the chestnut-sided warbler’s “please, please, please to 
meet you.” You must “see” that image whenever you 
hear the song. This is really one of the key points in 
forming a visual image for a song and then associating 
that image with the bird’s name: this image must come 
to you quickly whenever you hear that song.
 If you can create an image that comes to your 
mind whenever you hear the song, you can learn that 
song effectively and very quickly. The testing process 
makes sure that the image you’ve chosen is one that 
will come to mind when you hear the song in the field, 
and that the association you’ve created between that 
image and the song’s name gets learned. If, during 
the initial testing process, the image doesn’t come to 
mind, then look for another image until you find one 
that really fits the song. Sometimes this takes a couple 
of sessions with that song. Fortunately it’s usually a 
fast process.
 By the way, if I say “fish” what do you think of??
 Let’s look at a couple of examples of how these 
associations can be made and learned. The thrush-like 
woodcreeper’s (Dendrocincla turdina) song sounds like 
an accelerating train. To make the connection between 
the song and the bird, you could picture a bunch of 
woodcreepers going to work on an accelerating train 
in “rush” hour. This would connect the name thrush 
(rush)-like with the song.
 The large-billed antwren (Herpsilochmus 
longiristrus) has a song that starts out accelerating and 

rising, but at the top it quickly decelerates and goes 
back down in pitch. You could imagine the bird running 
up a hill, but its large bill is too heavy to continue and 
causes the bird to slow down and slide back down the 
hill.
 The stripe-backed antbird (Myrmorchilus 
strigilatus) sings “Good for you.” To learn this song 
you could visualize a general with stripes giving out 
commendations.
 Closer to home, the chestnut-sided warbler sings 
“Please, please, please to meet you.” You could create 
an image of a partygoer dressed in a chestnut vest and 
a golden cap greeting everyone at the door.

***

Here’s a timeline of the learning process:

> Break the master list of all of the trip bird songs into 
very small groups or playlists of 5-10 songs
> Start with one group only
> Play the songs one at a time and find an image that 
naturally occurs to you when you hear that song

Red-breasted nuthatch. Painting on paper by Toni Simon.
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> Find a way to associate that image with the name of 
the bird
> Test yourself within 10 minutes by playing back the 
songs in random order
> Repeat this process a couple of times, if necessary
> Once you can name all of the songs accurately, take 
a break or start on a new list
> Review each learned list briefly at least twice a day. 
> The faster you are at recalling the image/bird song 
name, the faster this process becomes.
> If there are songs you misidentify often, put them in 
a “problem song” playlist.
> Once you have learned 5 or 10 playlists, create new 
playlists that group similar-sounding birds together.
> Test yourself on these playlists along with the 
original lists and update them with additional birds as 
you learn more. 
> These lists can be much longer than the original 
“first learning” playlists, as they are songs you already 
know.
> Review learned playlists two or three times a week

***

 When you first start with a playlist, take a few 
minutes and play through all of the songs in that group. 
After each song, stop and try and create an association 
or image connecting the name and the shape or quality 
of the song. What does that song remind you of? Is 
there an image that leaps to mind that you can work 

with to create a song/name link? 
 Once you have an image for one song go on to the 
next. If an image doesn’t present itself fairly quickly 
go to the next song.
 Go through the list a couple of times, creating 
images for songs that need one and recalling the ones 
you have already created. As soon as you can recall the 
image, stop playing the song and go to the next one. 
Don’t play the song over and over. The key is to find 
the image/association, test it and then move on.
 Be sure to reinforce the name/song association 
each time you hear the song by clearly repeating it 
to yourself. It can also help to actually say the bird’s 
name out loud along with the associated image.
 After five minutes or so with a new playlist you 
should have images for most of the songs. Once you 
do, concentrate on the couple you don’t have images 
for. If you can’t think of anything for one or two don’t 
worry and don’t spend too much time trying to get one. 
You can leave them in that song list or move them to a 
“difficult song” list for later work. 
 For tougher songs, I’ve found that an image may 
not appear for a few sessions, and then all of a sudden 
you’ll find one that works.
 After going over the playlist a few times and 
forming associations, take a short break of 3-5 minutes 
and then play back the songs but without looking at or 
listening to the names. As mentioned above, for this 
testing to be effective you must not hear the name of 
the bird, but rather you must actively have to come up 
with it yourself. If the name of the bird is presented at 
the beginning of its song by the person who recorded 
it, then turn the volume down or use the computer’s 
mute button for a second when you start each selection.
 Once you have selected Shuffle for a playlist it will 
create a random order each time you come back to that 
list. This is essential for learning the songs quickly. It’s 
sometimes easier to learn the order of the list than it is 
to learn the song/name association!
 Believe it or not, you will remember most of the 
songs from your first list within a couple of repetitions 
and a test or two. It’s actually surprising how fast 
songs are to learn if you come up with an effective 
image. Some you may not remember. If that’s the case, 
then play only those tougher songs once or twice, 
without the name, and see if you get any associations 
or images from just the song. If so, then look at the 
name and make a connection between the image the 
song presents and the name. If not, leave them.
 Take a short break and then review one more time.Rusty blackbird. Painting on paper by Toni Simon.
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 If possible, take three or four minutes later that day 
and test yourself again. Play the songs in a shuffled 
order, without the names, and see if you remember 
them. You most likely will. Each time you identify 
the bird, repeat to yourself the image association and 
the name of the bird, preferably out loud. Review any 
mistakes.
 Probably the most important part of this learning 
process is to test yourself very soon after learning the 
songs. It doesn’t have to take very long, maybe 1 or 2 
minutes. But this immediate testing is critical to the 
learning process. As mentioned above, you lose most 
of your learned associations within the first couple of 
hours unless you reinforce them.
 If you have the opportunity, take your bird book 
and find the pictures of the birds you just studied. 
Look at the picture in the book and remember your 
image and its association with the bird’s name. Try and 
visualize the song, and sing it if you can.
 The next day, quickly review the songs you learned 
from the day before. Again, be sure to review by playing 
the song without the name and in a random order, and 
then check to see if you’ve correctly identified the 
song.
 Now create a new list with 5-10 more songs and 
start the process again.
 Continue this process with a day’s break here and 
there, until you’ve done 10 sessions, for 60-100 birds. 
I’ll bet this won’t take nearly as long, or be as remotely 
as difficult as you might have thought!

***

 After a week or two you’ll know at least 60 or 70 
songs well and have some clunkers that are tough to 
nail down. To help learn the harder songs, create a new 
list of the songs that are tough and include also any 
other songs that need more review. Keep this list as the 
active review list and put the rest away to be reviewed 
two or three times a week.
 Once you have learned 50-100 songs you should 
begin to compile new groupings of your learned songs. 
This is fairly important. It may be easy, for example, 
to identify a particular antbird when you know your 
choices are all taken from a playlist of antbirds. But 
out in the field you won’t know what grouping a song 
is in. And there may be similar sounding birds from 
widely different families or playlists. 
 These new groups should contain like-sounding 
songs, for example, groups of songs that rise only, 

songs that rise and fall, or songs that descend. This 
will help you test yourself with songs that could be 
confusing in the field.
 If you make a mistake when testing yourself with 
these lists, immediately review the song for the species 
you mistook for the original (isn’t random access 
great!). You can then see why you made the mistake 
and what the difference is between the songs. Put the 
song you thought was the answer in the same playlist 

with the original for future testing.
 After learning a number of songs you may need to 
“tweak” your image a bit to differentiate between two 
similar songs. For example, rusty-margined flycatcher 
(Miozetetes cayanensis) and dusky-capped flycatchers 
(Myiarchus tuberculifer) both have whistles that rise 
and fall. So your initial image for these birds would 
probably have related to the rising and falling of the 
songs. For example the dusky-capped flycatcher might 
be the image of a flycatcher tossing its cap up into the 
air and watching it rise and fall. For the rusty-margined 
flycatcher it could have been a buffer polishing the rust 
from the margin of a wall going up then down. I told 
you these images are personal!
 Both of these songs rise and fall. They may have 

Red-tailed hawk.Painting on paper by Toni Simon.
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been easy to identify in one playlist as they were the 
only rising and falling song for that list. However in 
the field you could be hearing either bird. So you may 
need to adjust the images to add another parameter 
to differentiate the rising and falling song of the RM 
from the DC. Otherwise you won’t know which bird to 
associate with a rising or falling song. 
 The rusty-margined’s song is thinner than the 
dusky-capped. So you can add to the RM flycatcher’s 
song image a second image of a rust thinning out as it is 
“buffed” to help differentiate its thinner song from the 
heavier song and heavier “cap” of the DK flycatcher. 
If those two songs aren’t in your “similar species” 
playlist, add them.
 You can also compile lists of songs for one area, or 
just dump all of the songs randomly into one big list. 
That, of course, is the ultimate test.

***

 When you go on your trip, the great news is 
that you will feel immediately at home in your new 
environment. You will recognize songs and be able to 
begin targeting birds you want to see. In some cases, 

it may take a repetition or two to “tune” your ear to 
the natural song versus the taped song you have been 
listening to on your computer. But this adjustment 
is usually fairly fast. I guarantee that it will be very 
exciting when you ID your first singing antbird or any 
other target species you have been studying!
 The bad news is that some species will have 
alternate songs or variations that you didn’t have on 
your source material, so you will still be stuck with 
some unidentified songs.
But the good news again is that the song-learning 
techniques you have been developing will help you 
quickly learn these new songs, making your birding 
experience much more fulfilling and fun!
 Once you get home, with your trip list expanded 
by all of the birds you heard and identified from your 
studies, you’ll be really excited to start the process 
again for your next trip.
 And of course the skills you have acquired learning 
these songs will be available for any other memory 
tasks you might have at hand.
 By the way, if I say “fish”...

Black-and-white warbler. Painting on paper by Toni Simon.
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Tuesday, May 22, 2018, at 7 PM

Climate, human effects, and the collapse 
of Caribbean bat biodiversity

Speaker: Angelo Soto-Centeno

Angelo was born in Puerto Rico, and since early 
childhood he experienced island biodiversity first 
hand. His fascination with animals that can fly led 
him on a path to study bats, a group of one the 
most misunderstood mammals worldwide. Today, 
he travels the Caribbean islands searching and 
documenting living and fossil species of bats to 
understand the causes that led to changes in the 
biodiversity of these imperiled mammals. The 
AMNH produced a video of his recent studies of 
bats in Cuba with local experts.

Angelo Soto-Centeno is professor of Evolutionary 
Biology at Rutgers University-Newark and most 
recently a postdoctoral fellow at the American 
Museum of Natural History.

Tuesday, June 19, 2018, at 7 PM

Vulture: The Private Life of an Unloved 
Bird

Speaker: Katie Fallon

Vultures are often overlooked, underappreciated, 
and unloved, despite the vital role they play healthy 
ecosystems. Worldwide, vultures are more likely to 
be threatened or endangered than any other group 
of raptor, but in the United States Turkey and Black 
Vultures may be increasing in number. Based on Katie 
Fallon’s new book, this presentation will discuss the 
life and times of the noble Turkey Vulture, including 
its feeding, nesting, and roosting habits, migratory 
behaviors, and common misconceptions.

Katie Fallon lives in West Virginia and is co-founder 
of the Avian Conservation Center of Appalachia, a 
nonprofit organization dedicated to conserving the 
region’s wild birds through research, education, and 
rehabilitation.

Programs are held inside the Information Commons at the Brooklyn Public Central Library at 
Grand Army Plaza. 
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Brown creeper in Prospect Park. Photograph by Miriam Molnár.

Tree swallows in Green-Wood Cemetery. Photograph by Richard Payne.
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