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Cornell	Lab	–	where	dreams	are	made…	

	

In	early	February	this	year	I	stumbled	upon	an	advert	on	social	media	from	an	extract	of	Bird	
Watching	magazine,	offering	the	opportunity	for	a	young	birder	to	be	sponsored	to	attend	
the	Cornell	Lab	of	Ornithology’s	(www.birds.cornell.edu)	annual	young	birder’s	event.	This	
highly	sought	after	and	prestigious	event	was	set	to	be	excellent,	and	I	simply	HAD	to	apply.	
Little	did	I	know	how	extraordinarily	excellent	this	opportunity	of	a	lifetime	would	prove	to	
be…	

This	sponsorship	was	very	kindly	offered	by	The	Cameron	Bespolka	Trust	
(www.cameronbespolka.com)	for	one	young	UK	birder	to	attend,	of	which	a	place	was	
secured	in	advance.	Last	year	this	place	was	awarded	to	Amy	Hall,	whose	superb	video	from	
the	2016	event	can	be	viewed	here:	www.youtube.com/watch?v=PYAUurJ9Xrg,	and	initial	
information	on	the	2017	event	can	be	found	here:	
www.ebird.org/content/ebird/news/yb2017.	

I	had	always	been	extremely	keen	to	visit	Cornell	Lab	and	University	before	even	learning	of	
this	amazing	opportunity	as	I	have	always	greatly	admired	and	respected	the	fascinating	
work	of	Cornell;	a	place	which	I	would	be	absolutely	privileged	to	visit,	with	its	reputation	as	
a	world	leading	scientific	research	base,	hands	on	approach,	stunning	location,	and	of	
course	the	immensely	impressive	birds	of	the	region.	This	event	would	be	the	ideal	
environment	for	me	to	develop	new	skills	and	expand	my	current	ones	in	a	professional	
environment	with	a	view	to	a	career	in	ornithology,	my	ultimate	goal,	as	well	as	giving	me	
the	opportunity	to	bird	with,	learn	from	and	share	my	own	passions	and	interests	with	
young	and	enthusiastic	fellow	ornithologists,	as	well	as	the	immensely	skilled	staff	at	
Cornell.	

After	sending	my	application	off	shortly	afterwards,	I	received	an	email	to	say	I	had	been	
shortlisted	to	the	final	three	UK	birders	being	considered	to	attend.	This	was	excellent	news,	
and	a	step	closer	to	the	big	dream	actually	becoming	a	reality.	The	realisation	that	this	could	
actually	happen	filled	me	with	excitement.	

In	mid-April	I	received	an	email	to	say	that	I	had	been	selected	to	attend.	WOW.	Just	wow.	
This	was	actually	going	to	happen!!	My	mind	was	racing	with	the	immense	possibilities	of	
this	fantastic	opportunity;	the	incredible	people	I	would	meet,	the	volume	of	knowledge	I	
would	learn	there,	and	the	amount	of	stunning	bird	species	which	the	region	boasts.	I	was	
absolutely	thrilled!	After	a	few	more	weeks	of	college,	July	arrived	and	the	event	was	
getting	close…	
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05	July	2017	
I	arrived	at	London	Heathrow	airport	on	the	morning	of	Wednesday	5th	July,	and	this	was	it.	
It’s	happening.	Here	we	go!!!	

After	a	smooth	flight	of	around	8	hours	I	arrived	at	Philadelphia	airport,	flying	out	over	the	
Welsh	coast	and	Ireland,	near	the	southern	tip	of	Greenland,	then	over	north-eastern	
Canada,	and	as	my	first	visit	to	the	States	my	US	list	was	kicked	off	nicely	with	a	Great	Blue	
Heron	from	the	plane	seen	from	about	10k	feet	up.	Followed	by	Feral	Pigeon	and	Starling…	
The	quality	of	avifauna	soon	increased	again,	with	Cedar	Waxwing,	House	Finch,	and	
Mourning	Dove	ticked	at	Ithaca	Airport	after	an	hour’s	flight	from	Philly.	I	was	met	by	the	
birding	excellence	that	is	Chris	Wood	at	Ithaca	Airport,	who	kindly	offered	to	take	me	
birding	on	arrival.	We	visited	a	local	site	at	Freeville	near	Ithaca	and	scored	a	bunch	more	
lifers	for	me,	the	best	of	which	had	to	be	a	showy	male	Common	Yellowthroat,	a	species	
which	proved	to	be	rather	frequent	over	the	coming	days,	as	well	as	an	educational	Blue-
winged	Warbler.	Hooded	Merganser,	Common	Merganser,	Rose-breasted	Grosbeak,	and	
Indigo	Bunting	were	nice	to	see,	along	with	a	trickle	of	Common	Grackle	and	Red-winged	
Blackbird	overhead	on	their	way	to	roost.	

	

Common	Yellowthroat	(Max	Hellicar)	

Chris	is	the	Assistant	Director	of	Information	Science	at	Cornell	Lab	and	works	on	eBird.	His	
birding	skills	in	the	field	are	extremely	impressive	as	well	as	being	an	all-round	great	guy,	
and	it	was	fascinating	to	hear	more	about	his	work	whilst	out	birding.	As	the	light	started	to	
fade,	I	was	kindly	dropped	off	at	the	hotel	for	a	few	hours’	sleep	before	Chris	once	again	
picked	up	myself	and	other	young	birders	who	had	arrived	that	night	–	Liron,	Logan,	and	
Josh	–	and	took	us	out	for	a	few	more	hours	of	birding	before	the	official	start	of	the	event	
that	afternoon.	
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06	July	2017	
Us	four	amigos	were	met	by	Chris	and	left	the	hotel	shortly	after	7am,	setting	off	to	the	
nearby	area	of	Summerhill	and	stopping	off	at	a	couple	of	sites	in	the	area.	This	vicinity	
proved	to	be	an	excellent	area	in	which	we	scored	a	multitude	of	great	birds,	most	of	which	
were	lifers	for	me,	including	some	great	warblers;	notably	Chestnut-sided,	Blackburnian,	
Canada,	Black-throated	Blue,	and	Blue-winged,	as	well	as	Rose-breasted	Grosbeak,	Yellow-
bellied	Sapsucker,	Field	Sparrow,	Indigo	Bunting,	Purple	Finch,	Alder	Flycatcher,	Golden-
crowned	Kinglet,	Baltimore	Oriole,	Veery	(which	have	a	very	impressive	song!!),	and	nearby	
Eastern	Bluebird,	Eastern	Towhee,	and	Ruffed	Grouse.	

	

Canada	Warbler	(Max	Hellicar)	

	

Chestnut-sided	Warbler	(Max	Hellicar)	
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Black-throated	Blue	Warbler	(Max	Hellicar)	

	

Eastern	Bluebird	(Max	Hellicar)	

A	particularly	striking	natural	feature	of	the	area	was	the	undisrupted	landscape	dominated	
by	forest,	which	provided	a	nice	change	for	the	eyes,	compared	to	the	increasing	
urbanisation	in	populated	areas	of	the	UK	which	are	dominated	by	growing	quantities	of	
concrete	and	towering	buildings.	

We	returned	to	the	hotel	to	collect	luggage	before	making	our	first	visit	to	the	lab,	meeting	
Jessie	Barry	and	Ian	Davies	–	both	excellent	birders	and	all-round	great	people,	who	are,	as	
well	as	everyone	else	at	Cornell	Lab,	really	great	to	talk	to,	and	doing	an	excellent	job	at	
encouraging	keen	young	birders	to	pursue	a	career	within	the	ornithological	sector.	Jessie	is	
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the	Program	Manager	for	the	Macaulay	Library	and	leader	of	the	Merlin	Bird	ID	app	project,	
and	Ian	is	the	Project	Coordinator	for	eBird.	Some	of	the	best	jobs	in	the	world?	I	think	so…	

A	quick	pit	stop	for	lunch	near	Ithaca	produced	a	handful	of	Blue-grey	Gnatcatcher	including	
some	recently	fledged	juveniles;	not	too	common	here	but	evidently	breeding	in	the	area.	
Northern	Flicker,	Chipping	Sparrow,	Grey	Catbird,	American	Robin,	American	Crow	
(including	a	wing-tagged	individual)	and	a	seemingly	invisible	singing	Yellow	Warbler	were	
also	noted	here.	The	next	port	of	call	was	Cornell	Lab!	

After	reading	so	much	about	it,	and	visualising	it	in	my	head	prior	to	the	event,	it	was	superb	
to	actually	be	at	the	lab	itself,	and	it	did	not	disappoint!	Better	than	I	had	expected,	we	were	
greeted	with	goodie	bags	(with	many	thanks	to	Jenny	Smith,	Chris,	and	Jessie	for	compiling	
these!),	and	headed	out	for	a	bit	of	birding	around	the	renowned	Sapsucker	Woods,	which	
produced	Yellow-bellied	Sapsucker	(cliché!),	Great	Crested	Flycatcher,	a	nesting	Wood	
Thrush,	another	male	Common	Yellowthroat,	Yellow	Warbler,	a	flyover	Wood	Duck,	and	a	
Great	Blue	Heron	which	dropped	in	(better	views	than	in	Philadelphia!).	This	was	also	the	
first	time	the	whole	group	of	18	young	birders	had	met	–	all	of	which	were	a	lovely	bunch	of	
people	about	to	become	great	friends,	and	all	with	the	shared	passion	of	a	great	deal	of	
enthusiasm	and	dedication	to	the	natural	world.	

	

On	arrival	back	at	the	lab,	we	were	treated	to	an	excellent	and	very	inspirational	talk	by	
John	Fitzpatrick	–	Executive	Director	of	Cornell	Lab	and	an	all-round	legend.	It	was	
fascinating	to	listen	to	his	research	on	species	such	as	the	endemic	Florida	Scrub	Jay,	and	
the	previous	discoveries	of	species	new	to	science	in	Columbia.	The	Florida	Scrub	Jay	is	a	
threatened	species	due	to	the	reduction	of	suitable	habitat,	and	a	species	which	benefits	
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from	a	range	of	habitat	ages,	ideally	a	mosaic	of	vegetation	at	different	stages	of	growth.	As	
Florida’s	only	endemic	bird,	this	naturally	inquisitive	species	follows	a	10	year	peak	and	
trough	cycle	of	abundance	in	areas	after	active	management	has	taken	place	-	an	excellent	
topic	to	learn	about.	

	

John	Fitzpatrick’s	inspiring	talk	(Max	Hellicar)	

We	then	split	off	into	three	small	groups,	one	each	with	Chris,	Jessie,	and	Ian,	to	tour	the	
lab;	visiting	the	offices	and	Macauley	Library,	holding	the	world’s	largest	collection	of	
natural	sound	recordings,	as	well	as	admiring	the	hugely	impressive	life-scale	art	‘project’	
created	by	Jane	Kim	on	the	wall	of	the	main	corridor	–	a	vibrant	display	of	colours	accurately	
capturing	amazing	detail	across	a	range	of	species	and	delightfully	encompassing	the	
amazing	nature	of	these	birds.	

	

The	tour	was	great	and	
allowed	us	the	opportunity	
to	witness	the	‘behind	the	
scenes’	aspect	of	the	work	
that	is	undertaken	at	
Cornell	Lab.	This	is	truly	
where	the	magic	
happens!!!	It	was	
interesting	to	see	
practically	the	entirety	of	
eBird,	the	global	data	
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collection	database	encompassing	millions	of	records	collected	over	many	years	from	all	
corners	of	the	globe,	reduced	to	a	set	of	servers	in	an	office.	I	pondered	the	prospect	of	
what	it	must	be	like	to	work	in	this	office;	to	understand	what	is	at	the	heart	of	our	avifauna	
and	how	we	can	best	help	it	to	flourish	–	my	ultimate	goal	in	life,	and	an	incredible	thought.	
I	was	privileged	to	be	in	the	company	of	those	incredibly	knowledgeable	people	who	
currently	work	here,	and	was	already	learning	a	lot	from	them.	

Midway	through	dinner	I	raised	my	bins	for	a	brief	check	of	the	feeders	and	was	greeted	
with	the	very	pleasant	surprise	of	a	Ruby-throated	Hummingbird	briefly	gracing	the	nectar	
rich	flowers.	I	went	to	grab	the	camera	but	alas	it	had	departed.	Not	to	worry	though	as	we	
were	to	be	treated	to	more	nice	views	of	this	splendid	species	over	the	next	couple	of	days.	
Reminiscent	of	a	bumblebee	and	somewhat	comical	in	flight,	these	strange	but	wonderful	
birds	are	difficult	to	get	bored	of.	The	regular	suspects	were	also	loitering	with	intent	
around	the	feeding	station	vicinity,	namely	American	Goldfinch,	Red-winged	Blackbird,	
Common	Grackle,	Mourning	Dove,	and	Blue	Jay.	

After	dinner	and	introductions	with	fellow	young	birders,	lab	staff	and	directors,	
undergraduates	and	PhD	students,	another	superb	talk	followed,	this	time	by	Adriaan	
Doktor	who	is	currently	working	on	the	analysis	of	previous	data	from	weather	monitoring	
radar	to	establish	nocturnal	migration	patterns	and	quantities,	the	principal	known	as	dark	
ecology.	This	can	be	undertaken	on	both	small	and	large	scales,	and	is	an	interesting	
concept	which	I	feel	there	is	certainly	room	for	expansion	and	development	on.	

After	some	mental	nourishment,	this	food	for	thought	left	us	pondering,	and	we	departed	
to	what	would	be	our	overnight	accommodation	for	the	next	three	nights.	Arriving	at	the	
Ecology	House,	one	part	of	the	complex	of	Cornell	University	dormitories,	we	quickly	found	
our	rooms	and	dropped	off	our	luggage,	then	took	advantage	of	the	ping	pong	table,	pool	
table,	foosball	table,	and	grand	piano	which	were	to	be	found	in	the	lounge	area,	and	we	
soon	got	to	know	each	other	a	little	better.	

	

Friday	07	July	2017	
Friday	morning	dawned	and	we	were	picked	up	from	EcoHouse	by	Chris	and	Jessie	at	7am,	
setting	off	to	Hammond	Hill	for	a	session	of	sound	recording	where	we	met	Matt	Meddler	
and	Jay	McGowan.	The	group	split	into	halves,	with	half	of	us	visiting	the	nearby	Roy	H	Park	
Preserve	for	some	birding	with	Ian	Davies	and	Chris	Wood,	and	the	other	half	staying	at	
Hammond	Hill	for	the	sound	recording	with	Jay,	Matt,	and	Jessie.	After	each	group	had	
completed	a	couple	of	hours	of	each,	we	switched	places.	My	group	was	the	first	to	visit	the	
Park	Preserve,	scoring	Pileated	Woodpecker	from	the	car	park,	and	subsequently	venturing	
through	the	woodland	and	meadow	grassland	to	complete	a	circuit	of	the	trail.	Group	



Max	Hellicar	 July	2017	

8	
	

highlights	here	were	2	Louisiana	Waterthrush;	an	educational	species	and	a	lifer	for	most,	3	
Magnolia	Warbler,	1	Canada	Warbler,	8	Common	Yellowthroat,	and	2	White-breasted	
Nuthatch,	with	the	full	eBird	checklist	of	52	species	available	to	view	here:	
www.ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/S380412244.	Non-avian	highlights	included	nice	views	
of	a	single	Monarch	butterfly,	a	handful	of	Red	Eft	newt	within	the	woodland,	and	lower	
numbers	of	Ebony	Jewelwing	damselfly	(Calopteryx	maculate)	around	the	grassland.	

	

Magnolia	Warbler	(Max	Hellicar)	

	

Monarch	butterfly	(Max	Hellicar)	
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Arriving	back	at	Hammond	Hill,	each	half	of	the	group	switched	roles,	and	my	group	were	
ready	for	sound	recording,	splitting	into	three	much	smaller	groups	with	three	people	in	
each.	On	arrival,	a	Purple	Finch	was	feeding	in	the	carpark,	with	the	backdrop	of	a	singing	
male	Indigo	Bunting,	and	a	Ruby-throated	Hummingbird	offering	nice	views	from	an	
overhead	wire.	Myself,	Liron,	and	Josh	went	with	Matt	Meddler,	setting	off	on	a	walk	in	the	
woodland	where	a	delightful	cacophony	of	bird	song	was	continuously	audible,	the	best	of	
which	was	a	singing	male	Mourning	Warbler	backed	up	by	3	Hermit	Thrush,	a	singing	male	
Black-throated	Green	Warbler,	8	Red-eyed	Vireo,	and	6	each	of	Ovenbird	and	Dark-eyed	
Junco.	

	

Mourning	Warbler	(Max	Hellicar)	

	

Black-throated	Green	Warbler	(Max	Hellicar)	

Microphones	used	by	all	groups	during	these	sessions	were	the	Shotgun	Sennheiser	ME	67,	
Telinga	Universal	Sennheiser	ME	62,	and	Telinga	Pro	6,	coupled	with	either	the	Roland	R-26	
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recorder	or	Marantz	PMD	661	recorder,	with	a	Telinga	22”	Parabola	used	with	both	of	the	
Telinga	microphones.	All	great	pieces	of	equipment,	however	I	personally	marginally	
preferred	using	the	Telinga	microphones	and	parabolic	dish,	because	although	they	only	
seem	to	pick	up	direct	sound	(i.e.	if	you	are	pointing	the	mic	directly	at	the	bird	you	are	
recording)	rather	than	more	general	sound	(useful	for	when	you	can’t	see	the	bird	you	are	
recording),	the	clarity	and	general	quality	of	the	recordings	obtained	when	pointing	the	mic	
directly	at	the	bird	seemed	better	compared	to	the	Shotgun	Sennheiser	ME	67.	

	

With	my	limited	previous	experience	of	sound	recording,	this	session	provided	an	excellent	
opportunity	to	learn	more	about	different	types	of	equipment	and	how	best	to	use	them,	
and	it	was	great	to	be	taught	by	those	who	are	very	knowledgeable	on	the	subject.	Sound	
recording	in	general,	and	in	particular	nocturnal	recording,	has	long	since	been	an	area	of	
ornithology	which	I	have	been	keen	to	get	more	experience	in,	and	this	session	provided	me	
with	more	knowledge	on	the	topic	causing	me	more	inclination	to	hopefully	buy	some	of	my	
own	gear…	

My	group’s	eBird	checklist	from	the	morning,	complete	with	audio	recordings	and	photos,	
can	be	viewed	here:	www.ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/S38041203.	Many	thanks	go	to	
Jay	McGowan,	Matt	Meddler,	and	Brad	Walker,	both	for	the	speedy	editing	of	these	audio	
clips,	and	for	leading	the	sessions.	

Back	at	Cornell	Lab,	another	Ruby-throated	Hummer	was	showing	well	perching	on	
branches	over	the	lake,	with	good	views	of	Red-eyed	Vireo,	White-breasted	Nuthatch,	and	
Chipping	Sparrow	just	outside	the	entrance.	
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Red-eyed	Vireo	(Max	Hellicar)	

	

Chipping	Sparrow	(Max	Hellicar)	

A	series	of	enthralling	and	varied	presentations	followed	throughout	the	second	half	of	the	
afternoon.	First	up	was	Matt	Meddler	with	an	educational	talk	on	sound	recording	and	the	
best	methods	to	use	when	editing	audio.	This	was	followed	by	a	thought-provoking	
presentation	by	Sarah	Dzielski	and	Facundo	Fernandez-Duque	on	their	fieldwork	and	
banding/ringing	experiences.	Sarah	has	just	finished	her	degree	at	Cornell	and	Facundo	is	
currently	studying	there.	David	Bonter,	Citizen	Science	Director	and	senior	lecturer,	then	
delivered	a	very	interesting	presentation	about	methods	of	teaching	and	types	of	
technology	which	are	used	in	ornithological	scientific	research.	I	feel	that	these	talks	
expanded	us	youngsters’	minds	on	how	many	superb	opportunities	there	are	out	there,	and	
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how	easy	it	can	be	to	get	involved	in	scientific	fieldwork.	Chris	Wood	then	explained	some	
of	the	less	well	known	but	very	useful	features	of	eBird	and	ways	the	data	is	used	including	
the	generation	of	excellent	distribution	maps	and	abundance	patterns	including	habitat	
breakdown	of	areas	where	species	are	recorded.	It	was	fascinating	to	see	how	casual	birding	
data	can	be	instantly	converted	into	scientific	data	with	great	value,	a	reminder	that	all	
records	matter,	so	please	submit	your	sightings	to	eBird	(www.ebird.org/content/ebird).	
Thanks	to	all	those	who	gave	presentations	to	us	and	for	answering	our	questions!	

The	evening	was	then	spent	touring	the	extensive	and	immensely	impressive	specimen	
collection	of	the	Cornell	University	Museum	of	Vertebrates,	led	by	Irby	Lovette,	Director	of	
the	Fuller	Evolutionary	Biology	Program	and	Associate	Director	of	Academic	Affairs.	

This	proved	to	be	incredible,	and	to	start	with	we	looked	at	the	methods	of	specimen	
preparation	and	concepts	of	phylogenetics,	followed	by	a	brief	look	at	the	herpetology	and	
ichthyology	collections.	We	then	delved	into	the	depths	of	the	avian	collection,	consisting	of	
many	rows	of	cabinets	filled	with	a	very	diverse	selection	of	incredible	specimens	of	a	varied	
range	of	species	and	taxa;	from	hummingbirds	to	wildfowl,	seabird	to	gulls,	and	owls	to	
nightjars	amongst	many	others.	This	‘night	at	the	museum’	really	was	very	amazing,	and	
was	by	far	the	best	collection	I	have	ever	seen.	Especially	impressive	was	the	extinct	and	
endangered	cabinet,	home	to	specimens	of	Passenger	Pigeon,	Ivory-billed	Woodpecker,	and	
Carolina	Parakeet	amongst	others.	

	

Ivory-billed	Woodpecker	and	Carolina	Parakeet	(Max	Hellicar)	
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It	was	amazing	to	have	the	opportunity	to	see	these	unique	species	up	close,	but	also	
sobering	to	be	reminded	of	the	effects	of	humans	on	these	species	which	now	cannot	be	
brought	back.	After	a	few	inspiring	hours	exploring	the	cabinets,	it	was	time	to	detach	
ourselves	the	collection,	something	we	struggled	with	after	a	very	well	spent	few	hours	
seeing	some	amazing	specimens	and	learning	a	lot.	Many	thanks	go	to	Irby	for	leading	the	
tour	and	allowing	us	to	explore	the	collection	which	was	much	appreciated	by	all	of	us!	

	

Bee-eaters	(Max	Hellicar)	

On	the	way	back	from	the	lab	to	EcoHouse,	fireflies	were	visible	in	small	quantities,	glowing	
by	the	roadside.	A	couple	of	hours	of	table	tennis,	pool,	foosball,	and	dodgy	piano	renditions	
followed…	
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Table	tennis	(Andy	Eckerson)	

Another	absolutely	awesome	day	which,	as	well	as	the	whole	trip,	couldn’t	really	have	been	
more	perfect.	

	

Saturday	08	July	2017	
Morning	broke	and	after	some	breakfast	we	were	again	met	by	Chris	and	Jessie,	ready	to	
plough	north	along	the	eastern	side	of	Cayuga	Lake	for	a	full	day	of	birding	across	the	
borders	of	Tompkins	County,	Cayuga	County,	and	Seneca	County,	stopping	at	a	handful	of	
sites	en	route	to	the	northern	end.	An	initial	stop	off	at	Lake	Road	produced	reasonable	
views	of	up	to	25	Bobolink,	9	Eastern	Meadowlark,	4	American	Kestrel,	1	Northern	
Mockingbird,	and	1	Red-tailed	Hawk.	Sparrows	were	also	a	characteristic	feature	of	this	site	
with	12	Savannah,	1	Song,	3	Field,	2	Chipping,	and	2	Grasshopper	seen	and/or	heard	from	
the	road.	
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Roadside	birding	(Andy	Eckerson)	

Another	roadside	stop	off	at	Long	Point	produced	nice	views	of	Carolina	Wren,	White-
breasted	Nuthatch,	and	Downy	Woodpecker,	with	more	nice	views	obtained	of	a	Bald	Eagle	
nest	(2	juveniles)	and	a	single	Yellow-throated	Vireo	nearby	further	to	the	north.	We	
ploughed	further	north	to	Montezuma	Wildlife	Refuge	Visitor	Centre,	where	we	scored	
awesome	views	of	Purple	Martin	and	Tree	Swallow	on	arrival,	as	well	as	distant	views	of	up	
to	4	Least	Bittern	flying	between	sections	of	reedbed	from	the	VC	viewpoint,	and	a	Least	
Flycatcher	from	the	entrance	road.	A	Song	Sparrow	was	particularly	photogenic	here,	with	
Killdeer,	Spotted	Sandpiper,	and	Least	Sandpiper	on	a	small	area	of	visible	marshland.	

Our	three	vehicle	convoy	then	toured	the	Wildlife	Drive	at	Montezuma,	which	produced	
close	views	of	8	American	Black	Tern,	46	Common	Gallinule,	68	American	Coot,	as	well	as	an	
educational	Willow	Flycatcher	perched	next	to	a	Swamp	Sparrow	on	a	bush.	5	Killdeer,	up	to	
93	Wood	Duck,	16	Green-winged	Teal,	4	American	Wigeon,	6	Redhead,	5	Pied-billed	Grebe,	
and	4	Caspian	Tern	were	also	seen	here,	with	a	brief	closer	view	of	a	singles	of	Least	Bittern	
and	Green	Heron,	12	Great	Blue	Heron,	and	what	appeared	to	be	a	family	party	of	6	Black-
crowned	Night-heron.	Osprey	and	Bald	Eagle	were	also	touring	the	vicinity,	with	45	Red-
winged	Blackbird	noted	and	up	to	11	Marsh	Wren	heard.	
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American	Black	Tern,	Blue	Dasher	dragonfly,	and	Tree	Swallow	(Max	Hellicar)	

	

A	15	minute	stop	at	nearby	Tschache	Pool	Viewpoint	produced	quite	distant	but	reasonable	
views	of	5	Trumpeter	Swan	and	12	Double-crested	Cormorant,	with	7	American	Black	Tern	
and	18	Tree	Swallow	also	feeding	here.	Another	pit	stop	at	Montezuma’s	East	Road	
produced	3	drake	Ruddy	Duck	and	a	single	Cooper’s	Hawk,	followed	by	a	worthwhile	trip	to	
Howland	Island	resulting	in	a	pair	of	Cerulean	Warblers	(a	lifer	for	a	fair	few	of	us).	



Max	Hellicar	 July	2017	

17	
	

May’s	Point	was	the	next	port	of	call,	delivering	the	goods	with	incredible	point	blank	views	
of	Red-headed	Woodpecker	which	nearly	landed	within	a	couple	of	metres	of	us,	at	one	of	
the	only	reliable	sites	in	the	region.	

	

Red-headed	Woodpecker	(Max	Hellicar)	

Northern	Rough-winged	Swallow	were	also	present	here,	and	a	captivating	display	of	brood	
parasitism	was	observed	with	an	adult	Yellow	Warbler	feeding	a	Brown-headed	Cowbird	
chick	–	interesting	behaviour	to	see.	

A	lunch	stop	on	the	northwestern	part	of	Cayuga	Lake	produced	a	group	total	of	8	Turkey	
Vulture,	3	Osprey,	2	Chimney	Swift,	5	Tree	Swallow,	18	Barn	Swallow,	and	singles	of	Bald	
Eagle	and	Caspian	Tern.	

A	visit	to	some	arable	land	near	Seneca	Falls	resulted	in	reasonable	views	of	3	Upland	
Sandpiper	(2	juveniles),	and	13	Horned	Lark	frivolously	frolicking	on	the	short	grassland,	as	
well	as	kettles	of	up	to	28	Turkey	Vulture	exploiting	the	thermals.	A	stakeout	for	Dickcissel	
at	another	site	near	to	Seneca	Falls	produced	frustratingly	brief	views	of	2	singing	males,	
with	a	backup	cast	of	14	Turkey	Vulture,	a	single	Red-tailed	Hawk,	2	Chimney	Swift,	and	very	
impressive	quantities	of	hirundines;	up	to	375	Tree	Swallow	feeding	with	around	25	Barn	
Swallow	and	5	Bank	Swallow	mixed	in.	

A	quick	twitch	at	Cayuga	Lock	/	River	Road	produced	decent	views	of	3	resting	Common	
Goldeneye	(1	male),	a	very	unusual	record	for	July	in	the	region,	along	with	a	male	Common	
Merganser.	Driving	again	towards	Montezuma	VC	entrance	road	we	jammed	in	on	a	circling	
American	White	Pelican,	seen	from	the	road,	with	better	views	obtained	once	we	had	
parked	–	a	chance	find	on	a	good	bird.	13	Turkey	Vulture	and	8	Osprey	were	also	sharing	the	
nearby	airspace.	
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A	quick	scan	from	Cayuga	itself	produced	confirmation	of	the	continuing	presence	of	a	
drake	Greater	Scaup.	An	educational	bird,	with	what	appears	to	be	an	odd	head	shape	at	
times,	but	extensively	showing	white	in	the	wings	and	sporting	a	broad,	large	bill	which	
seem	to	conclusively	suggest	A.	marila.	Distant	views	of	a	chunky	Great	Black-backed	Gull	
were	obtained	from	here	as	well	as	close	views	of	13	Barn	Swallow.	

	

Barn	Swallow	twitch	(Max	Hellicar)	

A	subsequent	visit	to	Salt	Point	on	the	way	back	to	Ithaca	produced	scope	views	of	an	adult	
drake	American	White-winged	Scoter	–	found	earlier	in	the	day	by	Jay	McGowan	and	a	lifer	
for	myself	–	another	odd	July	record!	Common	and	Hooded	Merganser	were	also	noted	at	
this	site,	with	the	eBird	checklist	available	here:	
www.ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/S38041186.	Many	thanks	to	Ian,	Chris,	and	Jessie	for	
the	providing	the	sources	of	transport	and	finding	us	some	excellent	birds	during	the	day!	

We	then	arrived	back	at	the	lab,	and	after	dinner	we	were	treated	to	a	very	nice	
presentation	from	Andy	Johnson,	Multimedia	Associate	Producer.	It	was	great	to	learn	more	
about	the	process	and	compilation	of	audio-visual	media	projects	and	see	how	the	large	
amounts	of	effort	which	go	in	to	these	projects	produce	such	incredible	results	
demonstrated	by	these	extraordinary	videos.	It	was	also	refreshing	to	see	how	media	
production	has	been	used	in	species	conservation	and	even	helping	to	enforce	legislation	as	
was	the	case	with	the	African	Grey	Parrot,	a	species	whose	population	has	drastically	
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suffered	due	to	the	global	trading	of	the	species.	A	particularly	attention-capturing	piece	
was	focussed	on	the	Greater	Adjutant,	a	red-listed	species	of	stork	native	to	southern	Asia	
with	a	declining	world	population	of	around	800-1200	birds	(BirdLife	International).	It	was	
saddening	to	see	footage	of	both	these	storks	and	humans	on	the	verge	of	desperation	side	
by	side	on	rubbish	dumps,	but	also	inspiring	to	see	the	increasing	conservation	efforts	and	
awareness	being	raised	for	this	species	in	areas	where	it	lives	and	further	afield.	Many	
thanks	to	Andy	for	sharing	his	work	and	answering	our	questions!	

The	group	then	separated	into	two,	half	of	whom	watched	more	media	production	videos	
with	Andy,	and	the	other	half	who	listened	to	a	small	collection	of	natural	sound	recordings	
with	Jessie,	switching	places	once	both	groups	had	finished.	

	

Our	predecessors	(Max	Hellicar)	

We	then	headed	back	to	our	accommodation	and	received	some	breaking	bird	news;	a	Ruff	
had	been	found	that	evening	at	Montezuma	Wildlife	Refuge,	the	same	location	where	we	
had	spent	the	morning,	amongst	a	group	of	64	Lesser	and	9	Greater	Yellowlegs.	The	twitch	
was	to	be	on	the	next	morning…	

Back	at	EcoHouse,	we	kicked	off	the	last	night	here	with	a	table	tennis	tournament,	which	
after	a	few	intense	games,	was	eventually	won	by	Ben.	Another	incredible	day!!	
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Sunday	09	July	2017	
As	the	inevitable	last	day	of	the	trip	we	were	all	rather	saddened	by	this	fact,	however	we	
still	had	the	opportunity	to	make	the	most	of	the	morning’s	birding	so	we	again	set	off	early	
in	the	search	of	interesting	and	varied	avifauna.	

Again	we	headed	an	hour	north	to	Montezuma	in	search	of	the	Ruff,	a	species	which	many	
of	the	group	hadn’t	previously	seen.	However	we	unfortunately	we	dipped,	a	fact	which	I	
think	bothered	the	rest	of	the	group	more	than	me,	having	previously	seen	many	individuals	
on	passage	in	England.	

Despite	the	Ruff	being	seen	again	later	the	same	day	and	on	the	following	few	days,	there	
was	no	sign	of	it	that	morning	and	much	lower	numbers	of	yellowlegs	as	reported	the	
previous	night	were	seen;	just	3	Lesser	and	1	Greater	found,	however	it	was	great	to	
compare	the	subtle	differences	of	these	similar	species	together,	both	on	appearance,	
general	‘jizz’,	and	on	call.	Having	seen	both	species	before,	it	was	great	to	re-familiarise	
myself	with	them	and	see	them	at	the	same	site.	Also	seen	from	the	vehicle	at	Montezuma’s	
Eaton	Marsh	and	Benning	Marsh	were	good	numbers	of	Great	Blue	Heron	(16	at	Eaton	and	
12	at	Benning),	14	Green-winged	Teal	and	a	small	family	party	of	Blue-winged	Teal,	with	
very	nice	flight	views	(and	more	obscured	perched	views)	of	a	single	American	Bittern,	as	
well	as	Killdeer,	Least	Sandpiper,	Eastern	Kingbird,	and	Belted	Kingfisher,	along	with	
minimum	counts	of	10	American	Black	Tern	and	6	Ring-billed	Gull	noted	here.	Very	good	
views	(for	the	species)	of	Marsh	Wren	were	scored	here	too,	with	a	male	observed	visiting	a	
nest	and	another	briefly	singing	in	the	open.	

	

Marsh	Wren	(Max	Hellicar)	
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Purple	Martins	(Max	Hellicar)	

	

Group	photo	(Ian	Davies)	
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The	next	location	to	visit	was	again	Howland	Island,	where	we	completed	a	90	minute	loop	
of	the	southeastern	section.	This	proved	to	be	a	very	good	decision	as	the	birding	here	was	
excellent.	A	juvenile	Cerulean	Warbler	was	found	within	15	minutes	of	leaving	the	car,	and	
proved	to	be	1	of	10	encountered	around	the	site	during	our	visit	–	great	to	see	this	
excellent	and	often	difficult	to	see	species	doing	well	at	this	location!	Other	highlights	of	the	
walk	consisted	of	4	Eastern	Wood-peewee,	7	Great	Crested	Flycatcher,	2	Ruby-throated	
Hummingbird,	7	Yellow-throated	Vireo,	18	American	Redstart,	5	Yellow	Warbler,	4	Scarlet	
Tanager,	and	a	pair	of	caterwaulling	Barred	Owl,	one	of	which	offered	great	views	in	the	
treetops	whilst	being	mobbed	by	Blue	Jays.	

	

Cerulean	Warbler	(Max	Hellicar)	

7	Yellow-bellied	Sapsucker,	8	Downy	Woodpecker,	5	Northern	Flicker,	4	Red-eyed	Vireo,	7	
White-breasted	Nuthatch,	3	Blue-grey	Gnatcatcher,	9	Wood	Thrush,	3	Veery,	14	American	
Robin,	10	Grey	Catbird,	5	Northern	Cardinal,	and	2	Rose-breasted	Grosbeak	were	also	noted	
here,	with	another	observation	of	Brown-headed	Cowbird	brood	parasitism	being	
demonstrated	with	a	juvenile	being	fed	by	an	American	Redstart.	The	full	eBird	checklist	
(including	photos)	from	this	site,	created	by	Chris	Wood,	can	be	viewed	here:	
www.ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/S38072143.	
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Barred	Owl	(Max	Hellicar)	

It	was	then	time	to	head	back	south	to	Ithaca,	and	it	was	alas	time	for	me	to	part	ways	with	
the	rest	of	the	group,	a	sad	moment,	whilst	the	remaining	gang	were	soon	to	embark	on	a	
tour	of	Cornell	University	–	a	location	which	I	think	many	of	us	are	planning	on	applying	to!	
By	all	accounts	the	tour	went	very	well	despite	dipping	on	Clay-coloured	Sparrow.	After	two	
smooth	flights,	I	arrived	back	on	the	other	side	of	the	North	Atlantic	on	Monday	morning,	
spending	the	day	adjusting	back	to	the	British	avifauna	by	visiting	RSPB	Rainham	Marshes	
where	I	volunteer,	reflecting	on	what	an	incredible	few	days	I	had	just	experienced,	and	
suffering	from	colourful	wood	warbler	withdrawl	symptoms…	
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What	I	got	out	of	the	event…	
…And	what	you	can	have	the	chance	of	getting	out	of	it	too	if	you	apply	next	year!	

	

The	Cornell	Young	Birders’	Event	2017	was	absolutely	amazing.	Words	don’t	do	justice	to	
how	incredible	these	few	days	truly	were…	

	

Watching	Cerulean	Warblers	and	Yellow-throated	Vireos	(Max	Hellicar)	

It	was	a	privilege	and	absolutely	fantastic	to	learn	and	be	given	advice	from	those	at	the	top	
of	the	profession	which	I	hope	to	go	into,	on	both	career	paths	and	ways	to	get	into	the	
scientific	ornithological	sector,	as	well	birding	in	general.	I	learnt	a	lot	about	the	
identification	of	species	which	were	previously	unfamiliar	to	me,	as	well	as	seeing	a	
multitude	of	new	avifauna	(101	lifers).	However	the	Cornell	Young	Birders’	event	provided	
another	unique	opportunity;	the	huge	social	aspect	of	the	event.	It	isn’t	particularly	
common,	unless	at	an	occasional	event,	for	young	birders	to	meet	up	and	spend	time	
together	on	such	a	scale,	both	in	the	UK	as	well	as	the	USA,	so	these	few	days	were	also	a	
great	occasion	to	share	my	passion	with	those	of	a	similar	age	and	make	a	lot	of	new	
friends.	
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The	underlining	advice	from	all	researchers	and	staff	which	I	took	away	from	the	event	was	
to	take	every	opportunity…	There	are	a	lot	of	great	opportunities	out	there,	especially	for	
young	birders	nowadays,	so	make	the	most	of	them.	Do	everything	you	can,	as	life	is	short.	
Sometimes	this	may	seem	scary,	but	most	often	it	will	pay	off	in	one	way	or	another.	Spend	
as	much	time	in	the	field	as	you	can,	learn	tricky	ID	challenges,	get	involved	with	data	
monitoring,	and	gain	relevant	experience	in	the	field	you	are	passionate	about...	

Being	able	to	visit	Cornell	at	this	early	stage	in	my	was	an	incredible	boost	to	my	
determination	and	further	expanded	my	mind	to	the	many	different	fields	which	sit	within	
the	scientific	ornithological	sector.	It	gave	me	a	clearer	understanding	of	how	best	to	
achieve	my	ultimate	goal	of	working	for	scientific	ornithological	research	organisation,	such	
as	Cornell	Lab,	which	is	a	fantastic	location	and	one	which	I	hope	to	visit	again	in	the	near	
future.	

	

The	overwhelming	sense	of	encouragement	and	willingness	to	share	information	on	any	
subject	from	everyone	at	Cornell	Lab	is	very	impressive.	Many	thanks	go	to	Chris,	Jessie,	and	
Ian	for	providing	transport	across	the	event	and	their	skills	in	the	field,	and	everyone	else	at	
Cornell	for	all	of	the	advice	and	the	sharing	of	information.	Thanks	so	much	to	the	event	
organisers,	Cornell	staff,	and	everyone	else	involved	in	making	this	event	a	major	success.	
The	event	couldn’t	have	possibly	been	better	and	couldn’t	have	been	organised	and	
managed	more	efficiently.	I	am	very	grateful	to	each	and	every	person	who	was	involved.	

It	was	great	to	familiarise	myself	with	a	wide	selection	of	new	ornithological	taxa,	a	daunting	
prospect	at	first	but	one	which	was	picked	up	pretty	quickly…	Thanks	to	both	Cornell	staff	
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and	the	other	youngsters	for	their	help	and	the	pointers	I	received	being	unfamiliar	with	
many	of	the	species.	

Many	thanks	go	to	Zeiss	for	their	great	level	of	support	and	encouragement	for	us	
youngsters;	providing	a	pair	of	brand	new	binoculars,	each	of	which	will	be	used	frequently,	
for	every	young	birder	at	the	event,	a	very	kind	gesture	which	was	very	much	appreciated	
by	every	one	of	us.	

Thanks	so	much	to	The	Cameron	Bespolka	Trust	for	providing	the	sponsorship	which	made	
this	incredible	trip	possible	for	me.	

	

This	proved	to	be	the	best	trip	(yet)	of	my	life	and	one	which	will	be	difficult	to	outdo…	

If	you’re	thinking	of	applying	next	year,	do	it!	You	won’t	regret	it!	

	

And	if	any	other	young	birders	have	any	questions	regarding	the	event,	please	feel	free	to	
contact	me	anytime.	Twitter:	@MaxHellicar1.	Email:	maxahellicar@yahoo.co.uk.	

	

Max	Hellicar,	July	2017.	

	

Max	Hellicar	is	a	17	year	old	nature	enthusiast	from	England	with	a	particular	passion	for	
ornithology,	scientific	monitoring,	ecology	and	conservation,	who	hopes	to	go	into	a	future	
career	working	very	closely	with	birds	and	data	science,	and	is	endeavouring	to	engage	with	
a	profession	which	would	allow	him	the	privilege	of	working	every	day	with	the	subject	
which	he	is	most	passionate	about.	

	

Total	group	trip	list:	139	species.	

	


