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wing nuts

Drive for miles, spot a bird. Drive for miles, spot a bird. Repeat obsessively for a
year. Jon Feenstra and others did just that. It’s a frenzied rush called the Big Year,
Sue Horton reports, and it’s all for a glorious featherweight title.
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T°S so nice to be able to go birding again just for
pleasure,” says Jon Feenstra, pausing under a Cali-
fornia live oak to watch a foraging ruby-crowned
kinglet. His words seem odd given the circum-
stances. It’s a little after 7 a.m. on a February mom-

ing, and it is cold and gray and raining steadily. But compared to
the way Feenstra birded during 2003, this is a pleasant outing.

You see, 2003 was a big wear for the
Caltach PhDd student. Mare precisely, il
WhS b Big Year.

The whole thing started with & bet.
In Mew Jersey visiting friends and family
over Christmsas 2002, Feensirn bragped
about the huge varely of species near
hiz home in Pasadena.

O thing led 1o another amd soon
he'd made o wager with an old birding
friend Lthial he eold sec more hinds ina
vear In Los Angeles Counly than the
other guy could see in Chree easkerm
states of his chobce dLI.I"L'I'!IE LIve A 8-
ricud

A shot at the record

T frst, Feenstra's sole goal

was beating his buddy. But

by midyesr, the friend had

moved Lo Arzona and aben-

doned the challenge, and
Feengira was beginning o reslize b
might have a shot At sormelhing more: a
Rig Year.

The ides of o Big Year in birding 18
simple, A birder, wsuelly a very serious
and kmompledgesble one, seks out to
break the record foe Lhe mosl Birds seen
ina glven geographic area In a single
I, Ther prem can be a8 small &8 E.-l'.'i't-j.'
OF fu large as the world.

The besk-knoan kind of Big Year is
one inwhich a birder allempls Lo break
the record Tor thw most bimds seen dur
ing & calendar year in the American
Birding Assn.'s listing area: Canads and
EhE Tindled States, except for Hewail

In Los Angeles County, the record
Fesnstra faced wias 344 species, set by o
Bouth Bay blrder namesd Kevin Lamson
im 1983, That's & dannting nursber.

The county has fewer than 300 native
species, 50 to break the record Peenstra

wionild herve to see nearly all of them and
pick up dosens of casual vagrants that
had gotlen aff cownse during migration
and ended up outside Gheir usual
CATIEES.

Foenstra quickly devised & strategy.
The Los Angeles Basin is well-covered
Ly devoled hirders, Whenever they spot
gomething oul, of the ordinery, they're
quick to let others kmnorw by leaving o
THEEEAgE On & phone service called “Lhe
hird box,” by posting on the Internet or
Bath,

Fesnsirn knew that he hed a good
chanee of piggylacking on the spottings
of others if he chetked fregquently whst
hed been seen In the basin He would
spend the rest of his time soouting areas
That were bess well-eovered, bird-rich lo-
cales in the deserl. and mountains that
might prisduce rarlies he couldn't
count on others w spotk.

"I made a Hst of every hird il was
vapuely possible to see and where it
wonnhd b likeedy to show up iflt caome,” he
redcalls,

“As the yvear wenl, T eonstanthy recal-
culated roy adds of sesing something,
and went where the odds were hest, In
Septemiser, say, I'd hit the coastal mi-
grint Lraps, In August 1 went to Plute
Poidda [on Edwiards Air Foree Base in
the Mojave Desert] twice i wesk,”

Birders are a supportive bumnch, ancd
prople wanted to help. Larson, the pre-
vious record holder, was particularly
helphul, both in his ability to help plot
atrategy and in his willimgness to call
with urmzeal slghtings.

Sdill, Feenstra aays, the siress wias in
tonse, particulsrly because the pres-
sumns of bring a graduate stadent in one
af Lhe country's best chemdstry pro-
grams kepl. him from devoding ks much
time to birding as he would hisve liked,

A good ear

EENSTIRA'S attermpl raises a

question: Why would anyone

subject himself to sech 8 gnael-

ing regimen for o meeord thet

brings litile beyomd mespect
froim & small cormmuanily of seriowns bird-
era’

But on this radmny :I'I:'I.ﬂ]"l:'IJI:'IE' In Eaton
Canyon, above Peasadena, Feenstra
doesn't hiwe b explain, He is birding
with a sympathelic compamion,  Mark
Obmazcik, a Denver jourmdalisl wihose
recent book “The Big Tear™ (Free Press,
M4) chroneles the atternpts of three
ey bor break the Morth American Blg
Year record during 19898, s remarkable
year for brding beemige of a shong El
HNifio current., which brought numenms
rarities to Morth Ameries

Obmascik’s subjects were BvenD morse
shsessed than Feenstra

Onez, i wenlthy New Jersey contras-
tor, spent mere than $000,000 and
logmed ZT0,000 miles chaging fvery ne
markable sighting In the American
Birding Assn.'s lsting area that year.
Another, & young computer pProgram-
mer addicled to junk food and =offeine,
went deeply inbo debl in his man for the
record. The third, & retired corporals
executive, hed ahways wanted to bird
wnkil he: ot his Al And he finedlr did.

All thnee spenk the year chasing rar-
Iier ag they were sighted throaghout
Horth America Each Mnished having
seen more than 70 birds, & feat not ac-
connplished by any birder since.

I bhie eosrse of his research, Obneas-
cik struggled o understand the drve
rnany hirders el b keep lists aond broelk
recnrds. One lifielong birder be inler
viewed, & Northern Califormis moas in his
s, couldn't get into the field very often

bpecanse of heslth problemes, s he de
cided to do 5 Big Year on televizsion.
"Hie'd just click throupgh the channels
walching amd listening for birds,” Ob-
marcik says, “Fe had o good ear, ood he
cpuld plek up even sorme of thess inber
natiomnal birds just by call ™ By the end of
theyoewr, after the man had wetehed and
Layped neardy 1,800 shows, his list toteled
1,156 appecies,

Obrnascik, an avid but casual birder
hiiFngell, was ab Al surprised by the
depihof his sublecta” Ernowledge anc de-
votion. The firet time he went out in e
firld with computer programmer (reg
Milker, he eouldn’t belieee his ability to
lcbentify birds by their calls,

“He just starfed calling ol names,
and e hadn't even raisedd his Bingeu
lars. I thought he was putting meon, but
it wus ull by car” he recalls, “Some peo-
ple know Lhe Arst Ghree chords $o oweny
Raolling Stomes song, but e knows G0
bird calls.”

Frenstra, who is alse acutealy atbunmed
tor bird ealls, heas & herd time fully ax-
plaining his drive to break s record. But
afber spending o year documenting the
168 Big Year, Obmaseik Lthinks he gets
L. A= he wrote In the inwbroduction Lo
“The Big Year,” “T'he truth is that every-
oni: has obsessions. Most people nean-
age them. Birders, howewer, indulge
thern.” IE's really Chal simple,

Honor among birders

SIDE from “why,” another

question Feenstre and Ob-

A&k :ulj' thay froquently

el = Fowr csai ik e Krnwn

that people don't cheal in
coumpiling Bl Year liste? Agein the an-
Fwer is simple: because they wouldn't.
For Feenshm, it seems obviows: “You
mird Beeause you resally want to see the
birds.” e Saye. “When you're combribut-
N something to a sckentific reoord, you
have to put it owt there accurately so
odher people can build on that, When I
publish a [ehemistry] paper, T publish
the evidence as well. I have (hal same
impulse birding. Of course, with hinds
you can't ahways repeat the expers-
ment."

s & guestion that strikes ot the
heart. of the sporl,” adds Obmaoseik.
“There's no collecting, &0 birders don'k
end up with trophies, ke hunters. Bird
ers have only thelr word, and thelr repu-
totions are extremely important to
LheEm, ™

Still, Otunascik did as muwch chock-
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ing Aas possible. All hiz subjects hept
carefil noes of their gighlings, nnd Oh
mascik checked the accuracy of ganall
detalls In their notes, ke when the @
had set on & particular day. He alao
checked his subjects” reputations with
alher binders, “T even talked to people
whd SAW My uys eeeing some of Lhess
birds,” he gays.

To nail a thrasher

OWARD the end of the yesr,

hoaving put 13,000 miles on

hi& car and having sen sene

remarkable brds, Feensiea

was Worried. In late Dwecern
e, with just 8 few days to go befiore he
hied Loy ey Laos Angeles for Christoens
In Mesw Jersey, b waoes still one bird short
of Larson’s 1B8% recomd. Basl then, on
Iec. 18, e ot his 345th bird — amd the
moeord — with anunusesl winter wren (o
alibu Canyon,

Still wanling a cushion, he called @l
hil& eonbact in the counly to see il woy
other rarity had been eppolied. A onll Lo
Larson, the former recdrd hobder, paid
off. In m Gerdena park, he had just se
a prairie warbler, & bird Dot ormaily
e wesl of Texws, Fernstra was thero
at deen tie next modming, Five minules
after oorvincing a work cresy Lo 1el hin
mto the park, he had his 348th and Tinal
Bird of the year.

The onky mative species Feenstirs
didn't ee during his LA, Counly Bip
Year was & sage Lhrasher, an uneon

mon desert dweller thats nevert el
fairy reliabdy seen In the Antelope Val
ke, T just coubdn't seem to et one,” he
LS,

Even though Feenstm's Big Yeor is
ower, e woubd aLill ke o eee o shpes
thresher in the OOy, bt hig desire i=
bz urgens nowr that he's not g Lo
bresk sy records.

While birding in the Antelope Valles
Lax] weskoennd, B saw T1 speeies of birts,
& Eoad day Dy any nmeasure even Wikl
the thrasher or E.I:L"."Ll]ll'lg alga [LTRaTET
larly rare. He is glad he can again enjoy
sach an oarting,

*T don’™ ever ngnin want to think of
mirding withomal, & few bird as o wasted
day,” e sa¥s. But he acknowledges Lhe
EU.jLI.Et!'I:IE‘nL hiesnt come easily. “Ie's S0
niod quite out of me,” e 2ays. “I'm =til
ned entircly readjusted to birdingeg ss a
e ineslesd of o Ggcht.=

Sue Horton ix the editor ofile Times”
Capimdo 2eciion.




