
1 
 

March 2019 

              Birding Observer 

     

Five Valleys Audubon Society, a Chapter of the National Audubon Society 
 

Calendar of Events 
 

 Monday, March 4th, 6:45-8:45pm: The FVAS Board 
meeting will take place in the small meeting room at 
the Missoula Public Library.  

 Monday, March 11th, 7pm: Our March meeting will 
feature representatives from Montana Audubon, who 
will discuss wildlife legislative policy, in Room 123 of 
the Gallagher Business Building on the UM campus.  

 Friday, March 15th: The deadline for the April 2019 
edition of the Birding Observer.     

 Saturday, March 16th: Bird walk at the Lee Metcalf 
NWR from 10:00 am-Noon. Meet field trip leader at 
the Refuge Visitor's Center. Please note that the 
Visitor's Center is not open on weekends, so no 
restrooms are available. 

 Saturday, March 23rd: All-day field trip to the Lee 
Metcalf NWR.   Meet in the northwest corner of the 
Adams Center parking lot at 7:50 am. 

 March 22-24: Celebrate Snow Geese migration in 
Choteau, Montana. See details on page 4.  

 April (Various Dates): Workshop for Beginning & 
Intermediate Birders. See details on page 3.  

 Saturday, April 6th, 4pm: Five-hour late day field trip 
to the Ninepipes area to look for Short-eared Owls.  
Meet in the northwest corner of the Adams Center 
parking lot at 4pm. 

 
Defending Wildlife in Montana 
 
On Monday, March 11th, please join Montana Audubon 
Conservation Program Manager Amy Seaman, and 
Legislative Assistant Wyatt Smith, for an evening of 
wildlife policy discussion at our monthly chapter meeting. 
It’s 2019 and we know in this state that an odd year 
means we are in for an odd time defending wildlife and 
wildlife habitat at the Montana Capitol. At the top of our 
priority list this year is keeping the Sage-grouse 
Stewardship Act and Habitat MT intact, and defending 
attacks on predators and wildlife management in general.  
Look forward to hearing about the most important issues 
Montana Audubon are tracking, challenges they are  

 
facing, and how you can help. Believe it or not there is a 
lot we can do together to give birds and wildlife a voice. 
 
Amy Seaman came to Montana Audubon in 2013 and 
works on our Important Bird Area (IBA) Program and a 
myriad of other bird conservation projects. In 2015, Amy 
became our lead lobbyist for Montana Legislative 
sessions in Helena. Amy earned her M.S in Biology in 
2012 at the University of Nevada, Reno, studying the 
ecology of olfaction and foraging rodents in the Eastern 
Sierras. Her teaching experiences include several 
semesters assisting field ornithology. Avian studies have 
been a focal point for Amy, taking her to Montana 
locations such as the Madison and Missouri Rivers, 
Charles M. Russell NWR, Bitterroot Valley, and Bridger 
Ridge. She also studied extensively in Nevada.  
 
Wyatt Smith is a native Montanan who grew up in 
Missoula and has spent time living in Seattle, WA, Kenai, 
AK, and Cork, Ireland. He graduated from the University 
of Montana with a double major in Economics and 
Political Science. During college he led Model United 
Nation teams to New York City for the National Model 
United Nations Conference, was a member of the cycling 
team, a Senator for the Associated Students of Montana, 
and volunteer debate coach.   
 
Preceding Montana Audubon’s talk, PL Wright Award 
recipient Forest Hayes will present on “Evaluating moose 
nutrition and calving success in Colorado.” 
 
 
Please join us at 
7pm in Room 123 
of the Gallagher 
Business Building 
on the University 
of MT campus.  
 
Photo: 
Greater Sage Grouse  
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Peeps from the Board: Bird Skinning  
By Larry Weeks 
 
In 2003 or 2004, Jeff Marks suggested that I apply for a 
Federal permit and learn how to skin birds.  Charles 
Miller, who was skinning birds for the Phil Wright 
Museum, taught me how to skin.  I obtained my first 
permit from the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service in 2004.  It 
was, and continues to be, a salvage permit which means I 
can only obtain birds that have accidentally died from 
flying into windows, hit by a vehicle or electrocuted.  I 
cannot kill a bird for my collection.   
 
I have been skinning birds for 15 years, and I have 
skinned almost 300 birds.  My collection includes birds as 
small as a Calliope Hummingbird to as large as a Sandhill 
Crane.  I wrap the skinned birds in bubble wrap and store 
them in large plastic containers. I have 11 species of owls, 
7 species of hawks, 3 species of falcons, and a variety of 
song birds.  My permit does not allow me to have eagles.   
 
Most birders know that I skin birds, so when they find a 
dead bird, they will call me.  If I should want the bird, I tell 
them to put the bird in a plastic bag and store it in a 
freezer until I can pick it up.  Birds that I am lacking 
include any grebe other than Eared, Prairie Falcon, Dusky 
Grouse, any shorebird other than Killdeer, any gulls, Blue 
Jay, Clark's Nutcracker, swallows other than Cliff or 
Violet-green, Brown Creeper, shrike, Western Bluebird, 
and Yellow-headed Blackbird.  After the bird is thawed, I 
use a scalpel to make a cut from the sternum to the vent.  
I then carefully start pulling back the skin.  As I expose the 
flesh, I apply borax to dry the moisture and to keep the 
feathers from getting wet.  I expose the legs and sever 
the leg bone above the tarus.   
 
The next step is to carefully separate the skin from the 
back and sever the tail.  Quite often, the skin will tear 
while exposing the tail but can be repaired by sewing the 
tear with needle and thread.  Removing the skin up the 
body to the wings is normally straight forward.  The next 
step is to sever the wings and remove the flesh from the 
wing bones.  The skin is then taken over the head.  Some 
birds have large heads, such as owls, which requires the 
skin to be slit all the way to the chin.  The vertebra is 
severed at the skull, and the tongue, eyes and brain are 
removed.  Cotton is placed in the eye sockets and the skin 
is taken back over the head.  The next step is to tie the 
wings together.  Then a dowel or a fondue stick is fitted 
into the skull, and either cotton or pillow stuffing is 
wrapped around the stick to fill out the body cavity.  The 
bird is then sown together in the case of a large bird or  
 

 
glued together in the case of small birds.  The legs are 
tied to the stick and the bird is dried for about 2 weeks.  It 
takes about 2 hours to skin a small bird and 4 hours for 
the large birds.   
 
The most unusual birds I have in my collection include a 
Black Rosy-Finch from Red Lodge, a Boreal Owl from 
Eureka, a Barn Owl from Smurfit-Stone, 2 Snowy Owls, a 
Peregrine Falcon which was Jay Sumner's falconry bird, 3 
Ovenbirds that were window strikes in Western 
Montana, a Yellow-shafted Flicker from the Nine Mile 
Valley, and a Lucy's Warbler from AZ.  I use about 50 of 
my skins to make a 1-hour presentation to school groups 
in the Missoula area. 

 
Field Trip Summary 
By Larry Weeks 
 
Saturday, February 2nd: We 
held a field trip to the Deer 
Lodge Valley to look for 
wintering birds. We met Nate 
Kohler at the Conoco Station 
in Deer Lodge, who acted as 
our tour leader. Nate informed 
us that a Gyrfalcon had been 
sighted at Race Track by 2 
birders just 15 minutes before 

we arrived but had flown north. We immediately drove to 
the Race Track exit and started looking for the Gyr on 
Yellowstone Trail and Quinlan Road.  We talked to the 
birders that had seen the Gyrfalcon earlier, but they had 
not been able to relocate the bird.  They would continue 
to look for the bird and would call Nate if successful. As 
we continued to search the roads in the area, we found 
several Rough-legged Hawks, a Northern Harrier and Bald 
Eagles.  We found a few Horned Larks at a feed lot, but 
they were too far away for a satisfying look. The recent 
high temperatures had melted the snow in the valley, and 
when the snow cover is gone, the ground birds are 
difficult to locate. After a fresh snowfall, the ground birds 
are concentrated in the feed lots. As we continued to 
drive around the valley, we saw 3 Prairie Falcons.  Nate 
knew that the Gyrfalcon had been hunting ducks and 
took us on a road near an open ditch that was filled with 
Mallards. And all of a sudden, there was the Gyrfalcon 
perched on a cross arm.  It was a gray-phased gyr with a 
spectacular white and gray barring on the back.  It stayed 
on the cross arm long enough to allow everyone to get 
multiple looks.  It is interesting to note that we have had 
a Gyrfalcon on two consecutive Chapter field trips.  There 
were 18 people on the trip, and we had 16 species.  

Photo: Gyrfalcon 
By Arthur Morris 
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Workshop for Beginning & Intermediate Birders  
By Larry Weeks 
 
 
The Five Valleys Audubon Society will offer a workshop 
for beginning and intermediate birders.  This workshop 
should appeal to birders just getting started and to 
birders who want to improve their identification skills.  It 
will consist of four classroom sessions and one field trip.  
The classroom sessions are scheduled for Thursdays on 
April 4th, 11th, 18th, and 25th and will be held at the 
Fish, Wildlife & Parks Office at 3201 Spurgin Road.  They 
will start at 7:00 pm and last until 9:30 pm.  The program 
will include a full session on hawks, eagles and owls, and 
30 to 60 minute sessions on bird anatomy, migration, 
waterfowl, woodpeckers, shorebirds, warblers, sparrows, 
and birding-by-ear.  The field trip will be held on May 4th.  
There will be a $35 charge for the workshop.  To sign up, 
contact Larry Weeks at 549-5632 (540-3064 cell) or 
bwsgenea@gmail.com. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Montana Audubon at Work:  
2019 Legislative Session 
 
 
Since the early 1980s, Montana Audubon has maintained 
a strong lobbying presence during Montana’s bi-annual 
legislative session. This year, as in decades past, the team 
has been providing testimony, meeting with legislators 
and working tirelessly to support bills which are favorable 
to conservation, as well as helping block ones which are 
detrimental to our mission.  
 
Bills we focus on fall into a few broad categories: wildlife, 
climate and energy, general environmental protection, 
public lands and recreation, and land use planning. As of 
mid-February, the team has testified on 32 bills, 
supporting 18 and opposing 14. Are you curious to know 
the specifics? Montana Audubon regularly posts updated 
tables with bill descriptions, sponsor information and 
explanations of the organization’s position on our 
website. Please visit mtaudubon.org/conservation-policy 
and click on the “Montana Legislature” button to view 
the bill table. You can also find handy links to your 
elected officials in state government on this page. 
 
Stay up-to-date on our policy work via our newsfeed 
where we post regular legislative alerts: check out 
mtaudubon.org/news. The best way to receive the latest 
is to join our action network where we can send you 
important updates from the capital directly to your inbox! 
Visit mtaudubon.org and hit the Join Our Online Network 
button at the bottom of the page. Many thanks for your 
interest in Montana Audubon’s conservation work!   
 

 

 
 

Yellow-scarfed Tanager from Peru 
Photo by Dubi Shapiro 

Egyptian Plover from Senegal 
Photo by Dubi Shapiro 

Birding Tours for 2019 
Offered by the Montana Bird Advocacy 

 
The Montana Bird Advocacy (MBA) will lead birding 
tours to the highlands of central Peru in July and to 
Senegal north of the River Gambia in December. All 
proceeds help support our work in Montana, and a 
portion of your tour fee will be a tax deductible 
donation to the MBA. Both trips are half full as of 14 
February. Please contact Jeff Marks for more 
information:  jsmarks17@gmail.com, 406-396-3331. 
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It’s Time to Celebrate! 
Wild Wings in Choteau, Montana 
 
You are invited to Choteau Montana for a weekend of 
birding and dining, March 22nd-24th, 2019. The Stage Stop 
Inn, located at 1005 North Main Avenue will be the 
headquarters for the following events: 
 
Friday, March 22, 2019, at 7:00pm, the film Winged 
Migration will be presented at the Stage Stop Inn.   Movie 
is free to the public. 
 
Saturday, March 23, 2019, from 6:30-10:30am, anyone 
interested in a guided tour of Freezout Lake Wildlife 
Management area will meet at the front doors of the 
Stage Stop.  The Stage Stop has graciously agreed to offer 
breakfast at 5:30 instead of 6:00 for anyone that is going 
on the tours. These tours will given by expert local guides, 
Mike Schwitters, Dave Shea and Brent Lonner.  Also, 
there will be a van available owned by Dropstone 
Outfitting that can take 12 people for a $5.00 fee. Please 
contact Dropstone at maggie@dropstoneoutfitting.com 
or 406-461-2114 to sign up for van.  You may carpool also 
or take your own vehicle. 
 
Saturday March 23, 2019, at 1:00pm, Mike Schwitters, a 
world-renowned master birder, will be presenting “White 
geese over Montana”.  This power point is free to the 
public and will be held at the Stage Stop Inn in the 
breakfast room. 
 
Saturday March 23, 2019, at 5:30pm, the doors will open 
at the Rocky Mountain Convention Center in the Stage 
Stop Inn for the Old Trail Museum’s Wild Game Feed.  
Admission is by free will donation.  This event (our 
premier event) will include a potluck dinner with dishes 
of many unique & delicious favorite recipes using wild 
game (we will also have many non-game dishes), silent 
auction, live auction, and a 50/50 drawing.  For successful 
bidders, who may have limited vehicle/storage space 
while traveling, Old Trail Museum is offering to assist with 
delivery needs.  Arrangements will need to be made at 
the time of purchase. For further information contact 
Julie Ameline at the Game Feed. 
 
Sunday March 24, 2019, at 6:30am, a guided tour of 
Freezout Lake Wildlife Management area will be offered.  
Breakfast will be served early for those of you going on 
this tour.  Expert local guides will once again take you to 
where the geese are located.  Dropstone Outfitting will 
have the van available for this morning also or you may 
drive your own car or carpool. 

 
For reservations at the Stage Stop Inn call 1-406-466-
5900 or visit www.stagestopinn.com. 
 
Come to Wild Wings in Choteau, March 22nd-24th, 2019, 
to experience the White geese, learn more about these 
graceful birds, enjoy great food & friendship with fellow 
birders, relax in the spa, refresh with a swim in the pool, 
reminisce the highlights of your day over a drink at the 
Livery Saloon & to remember your weekend and support 
the Old Trail Museum, take home an original piece of art. 
 
IN THE NEWS:  
Half-male, half-female cardinal spotted in Pennsylvania 
 
 
A couple, Shirley and Jeffrey Caldwell, in northwestern 
Pennsylvania has documented one of nature's most rare 
and elusive occurrences. Shirley photographed this 
gynandromorphic cardinal through her kitchen window as 
it perched on a tree in her yard. 
 
The scientific name for 
this phenomenon is 
bilateral gynandromorph, 
which means half of the 
bird's body is male and 
the other half is female. 
 
According to Daniel 
Hooper, a postdoctoral 
fellow at the Cornell Lab 
of Ornithology, the 
phenomenon can happen 
in all bird species, but it 
is very rare. 
 
“Cardinals are one of the most well-known sexually 
dimorphic birds in North America —their bright red 
plumage in males is iconic — so people easily notice 
when they look different,” Hooper said. 
 
Sex chromosomes in birds are called Z and W (unlike 
mammals, which have X and Y chromosomes.) In birds, 
females have one of each (ZW) and males have two of the 
same chromosomes (ZZ). 
 
Shirley Caldwell said the bird eats black sunflower seeds 
and suet, and often appears with a male. “We’re happy 
it’s not lonely,” she said, adding that she hopes she is 
"lucky enough to see a family in summer." 
  

http://www.stagestopinn.com/
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Thanks & Welcome to Our New Members  
 

 John Dunkum 

 Connie Poten 

 Sharon Rose 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Five Valleys Audubon Society Membership Application 
 

Please support Five Valleys Audubon Society (FVAS). There are several ways to donate. Any method ensures that you will receive our Birding Observer 
newsletter and may participate in all chapter activities. Please help us reduce our $3,700 annual newsletter cost by signing up for email delivery.  
FVAS is a 501 (c) (3) nonprofit.  
 

Make checks out to Five Valleys Audubon Society and mail to: PO Box 8425, Missoula, MT 59807 
Or donate on our website: fvaudubon.org/join 

 

 

$_______$15 FVAS membership only, includes newsletter sent via email. 
 
 
$_______$25 FVAS membership only, includes newsletter sent via USPS.        
 
 
$_______ General Fund, use as needed for conservation, field trips,  
                   education and outreach. 
 
$_______ Philip L. Wright Fund, small grants for student research. 
 
 

$_______ Legacy Fund, creating and supporting local urban bird  
                   habitats for citizen enjoyment without leaving the city.  
 
$________Total contribution 
 
 
_________ Volunteer - Please contact me. I would like to know  
                     more about how I may help birds and FVAS. 
 

Name: ______________________________________________________________  Phone: ____________________________________________ 

 

Address: ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

City: _____________________________________________  State: _______________ Zip: _____________________________________________ 

 

Email: (Required to receive the newsletter and birding alerts via email.) ___________________________________________________________ 

Please note: FVAS does not share email addresses with anyone except Montana Audubon.  Your email address is safe with us! 
 

Please be aware that membership in Five Valleys Audubon Society (FVAS) alone does not confer membership in the National Audubon Society 
(NAS).  FVAS and NAS are separate 501(c)3 nonprofit organizations. To become a new member of NAS and receive Audubon magazine (or to 
renew a current or lapsed membership) visit the website: fvaudubon.org/nas. Using this website will ensure that FVAS receives a $20 one-time 
credit for your NAS membership.  All NAS members become members of FVAS.  A third organization, Montana Audubon (MA), is also an 
independent organization and receives no financial support from NAS. MA handles statewide issues and is responsible for its own fundraising.  
To assist in this important statewide work you may contact MA through their website: http://mtaudubon.org/. Please give generously to each 
organization.  Although independent, we work together to protect what we all love. 

 

 

Five Valleys Audubon thanks those of you who renewed your 
membership this past month. If you receive your newsletter via email, 
you know that your copy doesn’t include your membership expiration 
date. Until we fix this glitch, I will occasionally (and did so in February) 
send out renewal notices to those whose memberships will soon 
expire or have recently expired. If you don’t want to wait for my next 
renewal notice, please contact Poody McLaughlin at 
pmcregan@bresnan.net. We encourage chapter members to receive 
newsletters using the email option because it conserves resources 
and saves chapter expenses.  

http://fvaudubon.org/join
https://action.audubon.org/donate/chapter-membership?chapter=N53
http://mtaudubon.org/
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Janet Johnston, Office Manager 
info@mtaudubon.org  
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