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Fig. 1. Upland Sandpiper, an increasingly rare flagship species of US prairies, at Dunn Ranch, MO. 

 

In 2015, 15th to 18th July, I visited the state of Missouri, USA, for birdwatching. It was a short visit, 

only three-and-half days, because of my rather short list of target species: Greater Prairie 

Chicken! I did, nevertheless, see a number of other interesting birds and mammals at Dunn Ranch 

Prairie, Hatfield area and Squaw Creek National Wildlife Refuge, along the Missouri-Iowa-Nebraska 

borderlands, and would therefore like to share the experiences and information gained at these 

locations.  

 

There were no other birders at the sites in July, and rather limited information in the Internet, too. 

The knowledge on Missouri breeding birds could apparently be more up-to-date than it today is. 

There are not enough birders to cover all the corners of the large state.  
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CAR RENTAL 

 

On arrival at Kansas City International Airport (in Missouri!), I rented a Nissan Sentra SV, a reliable 

Japanese car, at Alamo. Three days cost USD 294 όϵнснύ, CDW, all the fees and taxes included, 

with a navi as an extra (USD 39 όϵорύ, included in the total). They kindly did not mind that I picked 

the car up two hours earlier than estimated in the reservation. American Airlines had changed my 

Dallas/Ft. Worth connection to an earlier one and I had had no problem in boarding on time, as my 

LAX flight had not been delayed. On arrival, the Kansas City airport had birds not otherwise 

recorded, such as a Eurasian Collared Dove and dozens of Purple Martins. 

 

 
Fig. 2. Looking for a reliable and low consumption car, I chose a Nissan Sentra SV at Alamo. 

 

The weather in Kansas City was fine and it was a pleasure to start the drive from the airport to 

Bethany before sunset. The roads of Missouri were in excellent condition, above the rather high 

average of US road standards, even better than in California. Missouri looked fine and became 

even more enchanting as soon as I learned that I was actually driving through the historical Jesse 

James country, past Liberty and Kearney. Year list birds started to accumulate on the rolling hills 

with woodland, the best one being a roadside Barred Owl, a lucky sunset discovery. 

 

Each visit to a gas station felt like winning in a lottery, because of the extremely cheap gasoline. 

Paying less than half the price one pays in Europe makes traveling a budget experience, 

particularly if the vehicle one drives is a low consumption Japanese model, with an efficient 

engine. The gas must be heavily subsided by the US federal government, if not directly, in some 

other ways. For my Nissan, a half-a-tank of gas cost USD 19, about the same as a small bottle of 

water with a cheese and ham roll costs at LAX airport. At home, I would have paid ϵплΣ ŀƴ 



equivalent of USD 45. Still, the locals complained, pointing out that they have to drive long 

distances. We have the same problem in Finland and have the expensive gas on top of it. In an 

average year I drive 20.000 km at home, about 12.500 miles. On top of that, there is the 10.000 

km driven abroad. 

 

Listening the car radio was, however, no fun, in the long run. This was the Bible Belt: Christian 

fundamentalism, Republican extremism and country music. The music was ok but the views in the 

other programs frequently were rather distorted and grossly uninformed, if judged by a European 

listener. Many locals clearly had no idea of the developments in the world outside their immediate 

daily surroundings, if judged by the radio programs. They appeared to live in some sort of fantasy 

world, where fiction and superstition were more valued than factual understandings and 

knowledges. Fortunately, NPR still exists, at least in some parts of the USA. The educative, 

informative element is not completely lost, at least not yet. 

 

The same can be said about television news: not much to learn, and focus on trivial matters or 

crime. As an example, I am completely confused by the CNN and Fox News policies of providing 

massive publicity to any murderer looking for it. In July 2015, the Charleston church shooting was 

a good example. Hundreds and hundreds of news reports, 24/7, all the media encouraging others 

to follow suit by celebrating the shooter, instead of denying him the publicity. At the same time, 

they purposefully neglected issues which affected everyday life all over the states. Why?! It does 

not make any sense to me.  

 

On the surface we look so similar, in our thoughts, we are so different? Well, I myself had attached 

Jesse James, whose actions caused several deathsΣ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨǊƻƳŀƴǘƛŎΩ Wild West!   

 

 
Fig. 3. Eastern Kingbirds were conspicuous in Missouri; here is one at an old Hatfield cemetery. 

 



ACCOMMODATION AND FOOD 

 

I stayed all my nights at the {ǳǇŜǊ у .ŜǘƘŀƴȅ aƻǘŜƭΣ ƛƴ .ŜǘƘŀƴȅΦ ¢ƘŜ 9ŀƎƭŜΩǎ [ŀƴŘƛƴƎ aƻǘŜƭ ƛƴ 

Eagleville (pop. 316) appeared to be ok, but Bethany (pop. 20.000) had a more advantageous 

constitution, with its services such as supermarkets and gas stations. The driving time between 

these towns was only ten minutes. It is advisable to reserve a room before arrival. I did not, and 

had to stay my first night in a smoking room, which I did not like, to say the least. For the next two 

nights, I got a non-smoking double. For me, the ǊƻƻƳ ǊŀǘŜ ǿŀǎ ¦{5 рт όϵ рмΦрлύ per night. The 

rooms were clean, cozy and with better than average amenities. Overall, it was clearly a higher 

class accommodation than my Ventura Motel 6 room, the day before, had been. There was no 

shortage of parking space in front of the building. Overall, it was a peaceful place for a rest.     

 

At the close-by BP, a stunning blonde cashier was as attractive to men as honey is to bees. I saw 

some customers so mesmerized that they just stood there, gaping at her. A sure way to attract 

more money than the neighbor ς I hope they paid her accordingly. In terms of groceries, the 

Missouri gas stations were a pleasant surprise. Good variety and also fresh products, such as fruit. 

Supermarkets were, of course, even better. In Bethany, the best choice is the Hy-Vee 

Supermarket, at the corner of S 25th St/US Hwy 136 and Vandivert St. I never visited restaurants, 

because food and drinks were otherwise available. There is a Walmart right next to the Super 8 

Motel, but it is a Walmart and therefore of little use for a traveling birder, even if one does not 

boycott the company. 

 

BIRDS, MAMMALS AND SITES 

 

Dunn Ranch Prairie 

 

 
Fig. 4. The new Bison Enclosure is celebrated ōȅ ǘƘƛǎ Ψ²ƛƭŘ ²ŜǎǘΩ ǎǘȅƭŜ ǊŀƴŎƘ sign. 

 

Dunn Ranch is a 1.318 hectare Nature Conservancy prairie reserve about 6 kilometers west of 

Eagleville, Northern Missouri. As a result of long term commitment to restore the habitat by fire, 

seeding and bison, the prairie has become a paradise on earth. In July, I saw of sea of wild flowers 

and long grass, occupied by numerous insects, birds and mammals, in stark contrast with the 



surrounding farmland, mainly planted with GMO corn and consequently almost devoid of wildlife. 

Before the visit, I had not realized how rich in biodiversity the American prairie actually was! 

 

The driving directions are: Leave Interstate 35 at Eagleville intersection, drive to the centre of the 

village, till a T-junction (500 m), and turn right. After 200 meters, turn left and drive west on Fir 

St/W 170th St, also known as the M Rd. At W 180th Ave, about 7 to 8 km west of Eagleville, turn 

right. You have arrived at Dunn Ranch. Birding is done along the W 180th Ave and W 150th St. Stay 

on the gravel roads. On the left of the W 180th Ave, there is an American Bison enclosure with 

more than 80 animals, an area definitely out of bounds. On the right hand side, there are private 

farmlands. Also, be sure to stay on the right when crossing hillcrests to avoid colliding with other 

vehicles. The roads are narrow and it is a rolling landscape. Farmers tend to drive fast on familiar 

roads, just like they do back home in Finland.    

 

 
Fig. 5. Restored prairie; a paradise for plants, insects, birds and mammals, including me! 

 

Thunderstorms and tornados kept on circling around the Missouri-Iowa-Nebraska borderlands. In 

the first morning, some spectacular lightning and heavy rains were also experienced at Dunn 

Ranch Prairie. This proved to be a blessing, since the morning was delayed and both birds and 

mammals were active late, almost till noon. Later on, the weather was mostly fine, with a few 

short showers in the last morning, on the 18th of July. 

 

In the first morning, I spotted a man standing on the veranda of the Dunn Ranch main building, 

early in the morning. It was raining, but I drove in, parked close to him and introduced myself, 

explaining that I would be driving around their lot for the next three days or so, in search for 

Greater Prairie Chicken. He seemed to appreciate the information and told about a female with 

chicks which had recently been seen around the buffalo corral. It was not possible to go in there 

(Bison enclosure), but this is the area where I eventually scored with the species, observing the 

female in the last morning. 

 



 
Fig. 6. The signs at the M Rd/W 180th Ave junction, about 7 to 8 km west of Eagleville. 

 
Fig. 7. Fine gravel tracks crisscross the rolling landscape; here on the W 150th Street.  

 

Overall, the chosen tactics was to drive slowly on the gravel roads, with car windows, eyes and 

ears open, and to make frequent stops on the way. This was done hour after hour, day after day, 

until the skulking bird was discovered. The prairie-chickens are easy only during the lekking season 

but not impossible at other times, as long as one has the patience to go after them. Needless to 

say, looking for a skulker in a prairie habitat is bound to produce an extensive list of other records. 

I never got bored at Dunn Ranch Prairie. There always was something new to see. 



In regard to mammals, in addition to the re-introduced American Bisons, the following species 

were observed in the general area, between Eagleville and Hatfield, in most cases at Dunn Ranch: 

White-tailed Deer (30+), American Badger (1), Raccoon (1), Coyote (1), American Red Fox (1), 

Long-tailed Weasel (1), Eastern Cottontail (all over the place, >100), Eastern Fox Squirrel (4) and 

Franklin Ground Squirrel (1). Most of the deer, the badger and the raccoon were seen in the rainy 

first morning, when I arrived at Dunn Ranch Prairie very early, before sunrise. 

 

 
Fig. 8. The cute little Eastern Cottontails were all over the place in July 2015. 

 
Fig. 9. What would a Missouri summer be without Summer Tanagers? 

 

 


