
Raven 

October 2014 

           Birding Observer 

     

 

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

 

 Calendar of Events 

 

� Monday, October 6
th

, 7:00pm: The next board meeting 

will be held at Naturalist’s Mercantile, 131 East Main 

Street in downtown Missoula.  

� Saturday, October 11
th: Join us for an all-day field trip 

to Rob Domenech's Golden Eagle banding site west of  

Lincoln.  RESERVATIONS ARE REQUIRED. The trip entails 

a steep 2 mile hike to the banding station.  The trip is  

limited to 6 participants, but if there is enough interest 

an additional trip could be added on Sunday, October 

12th. This trip starts at the East Broadway Park-n-Ride at 

6:00am.  For more info or to make a reservation call 

Cynthia Hudson at 722-0016 or 830-5424. 

� Saturday, October 11
th: Join us for a half-day field trip 

to the old Smurfit-Stone Plant led by Larry Weeks  

to look for late migrating shorebirds and early winter 

arrivals.  Meet in the Northwest corner of the Adams 

Center parking lot at the UofM at 9:00am for 

carpooling or at the intersection of Mullan Road  

and Pulp Mill Road at 9:30am.  For more information 

Call Terry Toppins at 214-1194.   

� Monday, October 13
th

, 7:30 pm: Join us at the October 

program meeting to hear Terry McEneaney’s 

presentation on ravens. The meeting will be held in 

room L14 of the Gallagher Business Building on the UM 

campus. 

� Wed, October 15
th: 

Submission deadline for 

the November edition of 

the Birding Observer.  

� Saturday, October 18
th

: 

Beginning bird walk at 

Lee Metcalf NWR from 

10am-Noon. Meet the 

field trip leader at the 

Refuge Visitor’s Center. 

 

 

An Insight into Mischievous Ravens 

 

Living and working in and near Yellowstone National Park 

throughout his career provided Terry McEneaney with a 

close-up (birds-eye?) view of Common Ravens. Terry has 

watched ravens for years, but where he learned the most 

about these mischievous birds was during his field years 

in Yellowstone and living in the small town of Gardiner, 

Montana. This charismatic corvid will be featured at the 

Five Valleys program on Monday, October 13 at 7:30 p.m. 

in room L14 (lower level) of the Gallagher Business 

Building on the UM campus. Terry’s talk will center on the 

life history of the raven, specifically the Common Raven, 

and he will also talk about his experiences with this 

remarkable mischievous bird. His house overlooking 

Yellowstone was a magnet for ravens — some days 

numbering up to several hundred individuals per day. 

 

Terry worked for 34 years for the federal government, 

primarily in Yellowstone National Park as the staff field 

ornithologist, and is now retired and playing hard, just 

like ravens. He was also a wildlife biologist at the 

prestigious and beautiful Red Rock Lakes and Charles M. 

Russell National Wildlife refuges in Montana, in addition 

to conducting research for the USFWS through the 

American West. He has 46 years of experience in the 

Greater Yellowstone area and throughout Montana, and 

has authored three books (Birds of Yellowstone, Birding 

Montana, and The Uncommon Loon). He is nearing 

completion of a new book about his career working in the 

field entitled Lucky Feathers-Adventures and Experiences 

of a Yellowstone Ornithologist. During his spare time he 

works part-time guide for one of the world's finest bird 

tour companies Field Guides in Austin, Texas. Unique to 

Field Guides, all the senior guides have acquired bird 

nicknames and are fondly named by others on the staff 

based on their personality and likeness. Terry’s acquired 

name is "Raven". 
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Evening Grosbeak 

Peeps From The Board    By Jim Brown 

 

 

A fun and interesting thing about observing birds is 

that there is often something unusual happening, 

which leaves one wondering why and sometimes 

astonished. The explanations of why often are not 

readily apparent but more than likely relate to the 

interconnectedness of living things and events. What 

started me thinking about this was the abundance of 

Evening Grosbeaks around Missoula this spring and 

summer. For about the past 30 years they have been 

relatively scarce compared to the days when they 

invaded Missoula in the spring to feast on elm seeds. 

A few birds would show up almost every year but 

not in the abundance observed by many bird 

enthusiasts this year.  

 

In early August I was hiking up Woods Gulch in the 

Rattlesnake National Recreation Area and 

encountered an amazing abundance of little brown 

moths--like walking in clouds of moths. An outbreak 

of western spruce budworm was underway and the 

browned-out branch tips of Douglas-fir trees showed 

the results. It dawned on me that maybe the Evening 

Grosbeaks had rendezvoused in western Montana to 

dine on spruce budworms. I looked to the web for 

information (it used to be books) and learned that 

indeed Evening Grosbeaks were an irruptive species 

that invaded areas with an abundant food supply 

such as spruce budworms. According to "Life 

Histories of Familiar Birds" as the breeding season 

approaches, the grosbeaks seek out insect food and 

the spruce budworm is an important item. 

Apparently the birds are attracted to outbreak areas 

in large numbers during spring migration, which 

occurs when the budworm is in late larval and pupal 

stages. Birders have also reported that other species 

such as Tennessee, Cape May, Blackpoll and Bay-

breasted Warblers and Purple Finch are "spruce 

budworm specialists," which feed these insects to 

young, sometimes raising several broods per season. 

 

The Evening Grosbeak was first described from 

observations in northern Michigan by Schoolcraft in 

his journal of 1823: "During severe winters in the 

north, some birds extend their migration farther  

 

 

 

 

south than usual...including a small yellowish and 

cinereous species of grosbec." The Evening Grosbeak  

breeds throughout the northern forests of Canada 

and northeastern United States as well as higher 

elevations in the West. During some winters they 

move south in the East and to lower elevations in 

the West. Their numbers were stable or increased 

until 1980 when their numbers began declining 

significantly. Some ornithologists reported that the  

Evening Grosbeak expanded its population with the 

planting of maple trees, especially box elder, in cities 

and towns because the seeds of these trees are a 

preferred food of the grosbeaks. Others reported 

that outbreaks of 

spruce budworm 

in eastern United 

States were the 

attraction. Now, 

the National 

Audubon lists the 

Evening 

Grosbeak as a 

"common species 

in decline" 

because its 

population has fallen 78% 

over the past 40 years.   

 

Enjoy seeing the Evening Grosbeaks while you can. 

Their see-saw populations will mean lean years and 

good year for birders. Spruce budworm outbreaks 

will probably come and go depending on interrelated 

factors such as climate and conditions of the forest. 

In the boreal forest balsam fir is a critical species and 

for us Douglas-fir is a key species. The condition of 

forests having a strong presence of those species 

depends partly on forest management practices. In 

the bigger picture, extent of wildfires and related 

changing climate will influence food sources for 

Evening Grosbeaks and other species as well. The 

interconnectedness of phenomena in nature is 

certainly amazing, something we should strive to 

better understand and be concerned about.  
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House Finch 

Birds in the Spotlight: House Finch 

By Jeannie Marcure  
Originally printed in the Flathead Audubon Society newsletter 

 

If you are not familiar with these colorful birds, the 

males are easily identified by the red coloring on 

their head, chest and rump, while the females are 

less colorful with a uniformly brown-streaked head 

and broad brown streaking on the breast and belly. 

Both have the short chunky bill typical of seed eaters 

and they commonly travel together in small flocks, 

especially in the winter months. Both males and 

females have two thin white wing bars, a square 

tipped tail, black eyes and dark brown legs. 

 

As you observe a group of House Finches, you’ll 

probably notice that the males display a wide range 

of color variation, perhaps all the way from pale 

yellow to bright red. Our small group has males 

ranging from pale orange to bright red. This occurs 

because the coloring depends on the amount of 

carotenoid pigments in the bird’s food source during 

the molting period. Also, studies show that the 

females prefer the reddest males, suggesting that 

intensity of color is an indicator of the male’s fitness. 

 

House Finches are native to the western United 

States and occur in a wide variety of habitats, from 

desert to open coniferous forest to cities. Since 

House Finches prefer edge habitat and require water 

as well as structures for nesting and perching, their 

range expansions have been facilitated by man’s 

changes to the environment. As suitable habitat was 

created by man, the western populations have 

expanded north into British Columbia and into 

central and eastern Montana over the past hundred 

years. There is a close correlation between House 

Finch abundance and the size of local human 

population. 

 

As you’re watching those flocks of House Finches 

devour the sunflower seeds in your feeders, be sure 

to look for some similar species that may have joined 

the group. In our area, the Cassin’s Finch and also 

the Purple Finch are regularly seen, sometimes 

mixed in with flocks of the more common House 

Finch. Cassin’s Finch is distinguished from the House 

Finch by its slightly larger size (6-6.5 inches), its more 

pointed bill, and shorter, notched tail. Male Cassin’s 

also has a bright red crown on the top of its head, as 

compared to the male House Finch which has a more 

overall red appearance to the head. Male Purple 

Finch is a darker raspberry red with red on the nape, 

back and flanks and little or no brown streaking on 

the breast or flanks. For more detail on 

distinguishing these three finches, check out the 

information on-line at the Cornell Lab website. 

 

Starting in 2002-2003, when House Finches captured 

in Missoula, Montana, carried the conjunctivitis 

bacterium, Cornell Lab determined that this disease 

has reached western House Finch populations. 

Currently the Cornell Lab of Ornithology is 

conducting a House Finch Disease Survey in order to 

determine the extent of the infection in western 

birds. Data collected thus far indicates that the 

disease may not be spreading as quickly in the 

western United States as it did in the east, but 

Cornell is encouraging everyone who observes birds 

to be on the lookout 

for its appearance and 

to report their findings 

to their research team. 

Through data 

collected, researchers 

hope to determine if 

there are geographical 

differences in the 

prevalence of this disease, if 

the disease is spreading to 

other species, and if the House Finch numbers are 

declining in the West as they did in the East. 

 

Unfortunately, I’ve spotted a few sick birds at my 

feeder. Symptoms of this disease may include red, 

swollen, watery or crusty eyes, an upper respiratory 

infection and mucous oozing from the nostrils. Birds 

may also appear weakened or disoriented from 

blindness. The disease is spread when healthy birds 

come in contact with an infected bird or an object 

touched by a sick bird. If tube feeders that require 

birds to stick their heads through a hole to get the 

seeds are used by sick birds, the next healthy bird to 

use that hole is likely to contract the disease. It’s 

important to note here that this disease poses no 
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known health threat to humans, but it only makes 

sense to clean your bird feeders and water source 

with a mild bleach solution periodically and also to 

wash your hands thoroughly after touching them. 

This will not only protect you from the bacteria but 

will also help retard the spread of the disease at your 

feeders. Research indicates that some birds do 

recover but many become blind and die of predation 

or starvation. 

 

If you would like to help Cornell researchers learn 

more about this disease, you can sign up on the net 

at www.birds.cornell.edu/hofi, or by calling 800-

0843-2473. Mail inquiries can be sent to 

Membership Services, Cornell Lab of Ornithology, 

159 Sapsucker Woods Rd., Ithaca, NY 14850. Data 

may be submitted via the Internet or by sending in 

paper forms and there is no charge to participate. 
          

Field Trips by Larry Weeks 

Sunday, May 25, 2014:  Eighteen people were on the 

tour of the 3,000-acre property at the old Smurfit-

Stone plant site.  Even though the plant has not 

operated since 2009, the diversity of birds on the 

property remains very good.  Groundwater fills the 

low spots in the ponds, which provides habitat for 

waterfowl and shorebirds. One of the highlights of 

the trip occurred near the river at the north end 

along some hawthorne shrubs and cottonwood 

trees. A female or first year male redstart was active 

in a cottonwood with a dead branch. The bird tested 

everyone's patience to get a good look.  There were 

also two gray catbirds in this same cottonwood. 

Then Rose Leach heard a Wilson's warbler which also 

proved to be difficult to spot in the leaves of several 

hawthorne shrubs. A flycatcher also caused 

considerable discussion, before we agreed it was a 

western wood-pewee.  We also found a peregrine 

falcon on the rock cliff across the river as well as 

white white-throated swifts.  A pair of sandhill 

cranes announced their approach with their 

prehistoric call.  We tallied 71 species for the trip. 

 

Saturday, August 2, 2014:  The objective of the 

August field trip to Smurfit-Stone was to look for 

shorebirds.  The cooler weather and rainfall at the 

time of the trip created a fall-out condition which 

brought in a good mix of shorebirds.  We birded the 

property for nearly 7 hours under cloudy conditions 

and a light rain.  Shorebirds were found in at least 10 

areas that included some good mud and a pond that 

has been flooded with wastewater from the Grass 

Valley-French ditch.  The best bird for the day was a 

stilt sandpiper which is a bird I have not seen for 3 

years.  Other shorebirds included 4 semipalmated 

plovers, 14 killdeer, 13 spotted sandpipers, 11 

solitary sandpipers, 8 greater yellowlegs, 4 lesser 

yellowlegs, 36 Baird's sandpipers, 5 least sandpipers, 

1 pectoral sandpiper, 23 semipalmated sandpipers, 

and 14 red-necked phalaropes.  We also had 4 

grebes which included horned, eared, pied-billed, 

and red-necked.  Other good birds included a pair of 

sandhill cranes, 2 Say's phoebes, 6 western 

kingbirds, and 13 Lewis's woodpeckers that included 

8 in one scope view.  There were only 5 people on 

the trip and we tallied 80 species. 

 

Community Naturalist Program Update 

 

On September 2, 2014, the Board approved an 

agreement for Larry Weeks to serve as the 

coordinator of the Missoula Community Naturalist 

Program from July 1, 2014 until June 30, 2015.  

Larry will provide classroom presentation and field 

trips for Missoula area teachers and organizations 

as requested and to implement the intermediate 

birding workshop.  He will contact local teachers 

who receive Audubon Adventures and offer a bird 

presentation for their class.  The budget for the 

program will be $1105. 

Stilt Sandpiper 
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Merlin 

Flight Identification of Raptors by Pete Dunne 
Originally printed in the Portland Audubon Newsletter 

 

Like any type of bird identification, the flight 

identification of raptors is predicated on seeing 

characteristics that distinguish one bird from 

another. The distance from which most raptors are 

seen requires field identifiers that are reliably visible 

at that distance. 

 

General appearance and shape 

Raptor identification 

is very much 

concerned with 

shape because at a 

distance the overall 

shape of a bird is 

easier to see than 

individual parts (like 

a wing or the tail). 

The general 

impression and 

shape of a distant 

bird is linked to the 

interrelationship of tail, wing, 

and head. For the purposes of 

simplification, raptors can be lumped into three 

general categories: large soaring raptors, woodland 

raptors, and open-country raptors.  

 

Large soaring raptors, the vultures, osprey, eagles, 

and buteos, are birds with long, broad, plank-like 

wings and short, broad tails. They are frequently 

seen soaring for lengthy periods without beating a 

wing. The general profile is broad and robust. 

 

The woodland raptors — forest kites and accipiters 

— have shorter, broader, rounder wings and long, 

narrow tails, which allow great maneuverability in 

dense woods. Their profiles are long and narrow; 

their bodies are somewhat tube-like. 

 

The open-country raptors include the kites, harriers, 

and falcons. These are long, slim birds with tapered 

wings and long-to-medium-length tails. They are 

suited for swift and direct aerial pursuit of prey or 

buoyant, agile flight. 

Plumage 

Plumage tends to take a back seat to other field 

marks in the hawkwatching arena, but it is still an 

important aid to species identification — particularly 

at close quarters. There are a number of excellent 

and highly visible plumage-based field marks. For 

example: the crescent windows at the tip of a Red-

shouldered Hawk’s wings; the clean underparts on 

an immature Cooper’s Hawk. Both of these marks 

are visible at tremendous distances. And of course as 

a bird gets closer, more and more detailed plumage 

marks can be seen. 

 

Manner of flight 

This is probably the most useful long-range weapon 

in the hawkwatcher’s arsenal, but the most 

subjective and the hardest to convey to a beginner. 

Its advantage is that movement, the cadence of 

wings or the rhythm of a bird’s flight, is discernible at 

distances even beyond the point where its shape 

and plumage have become indistinguishable. For 

example, the lazy, loping wingbeats of a Harrier are 

diagnostic. The choppy, hurry-up-and-wait wing beat 

of a Black Vulture easily distinguishes it from a 

Turkey Vulture or an eagle. Eagles, at a distance, 

appear to do everything in slow motion. 

 

Behavior 

Each species exhibits idiosyncratic behavior that can 

be used as an aid to identification. On the ridges, 

Red-shouldered Hawks are often seen flying on the 

lee, or wind-sheltered, side of the ridge while the 

bulk of the flight concentrates on the windward side 

of the ridge. Merlins are highly aggressive toward 

other raptors. A small falcon harassing other birds is 

likely a Merlin. Conversely, a small falcon that seems 

indifferent to other raptors is probably a Kestrel. 

 

Habitat 

Habitat is a very useful aid to hawk identification 

when birds are on territory, though not of much use 

during migration. A large gray bird sitting out on a 

snowy, open field might be a Gyrfalcon, but if it flies 

into heavy woods, the possibility it is a Goshawk 

should be given more serious consideration. Why? 

Falcons prefer open areas; accipiters are adept at 

maneuvering in woodland. 
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Spatial and temporal distribution 

There is no location in North America where an 

observer has to consider 36 possible species. Many 

of North America’s resident raptors are extremely 

localized or are only found in certain places at 

certain times. 

 

This applies in migration too. Some birds are early 

migrants, some later. A small buteo with a ruddy 

chest and banded tail in Ontario in September is 

probably a Broad-winged, while one in November is 

almost certainly a Red-shouldered. 

 

Relative abundance 

Used with discretion, the relative abundance of 

hawks can be used as a first step to identification. 

Needless to say, common species turn up with 

greater frequency than less common ones. But don’t 

get cocky. Relative abundance is affected by 

geography and the calendar. What is common at one 

place is not necessarily common at another. In the 

East, Sharp-shinned Hawks usually far outnumber 

Cooper’s Hawks — from 10 to 20 Sharpies for every 

Cooper’s. But during the second week in October, 

when the Cooper’s Hawk migration peaks, the ratio 

may drop to three to one. And in other parts of the 

country, Cooper’s Hawks may outnumber Sharp-

shinneds. 

 

Revealed at last — the secret, magical formula used 

by expert hawkwatchers everywhere. Just ask one 

fundamental question: “What is the bird most likely 

to be?” Then, before doing anything else, check to 

see if that is what it is. Get rid of extraneous cards in  

the deck. In most locations you are dealt a hand of 

no more than 15 or 16 possible raptors. When you 

plug in the temporal considerations, you drop a few 

more cards from the deck. Finally, if you can place a 

distant bird into one of the broad categories (buteo, 

accipiter, or falcon), you are usually looking at only 

two or three viable possibilities….. 

 
Pete Dunne is vice president for natural history 

information for the New Jersey Audubon Society, director 

of the Cape May Bird Observatory, and the author of 

several books about birds and birdwatching. 

 

An Ambassador Program by Jerry Dirnberger 

 

 

In our recent Board meeting we had a discussion 

about the viability of an Ambassador Program. This is 

described as having a current member being willing 

to ‘mentor’ a non-member or new member during a 

field trip or other activity. Since we have new people 

attending these activities, should we not provide 

some more support to add to their enjoyment and 

understanding of the activity? 

 

The general consensus was that we do a pretty good 

job of helping the attendees to understanding the 

identifying names, characteristics, and songs, plus 

seeing the birds through scopes. So maybe if we just 

make the membership aware and encourage them 

to keep providing help to our new attendees, then 

we increase our membership. Particularly since we 

will now follow-up with them as to their interest. 

 

But it is probably always good to get some feedback 

to this idea from the membership as to the viability 

of a more formal program of having ‘ambassadors’, 

namely, member volunteers who are willing to 

provide support to new or potential members during 

our field trips. Or other suggestions and perceptions 

concerning this discussion. Please email your 

comments to Jerry Dirnberger at: 

dirnberger@aol.com.  
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Join National Audubon Society 

& Five Valleys Audubon Society 

 
Please enroll me as a member of the National Audubon Society 

and my local Chapter. I will receive the Audubon magazine and 

the Birding Observer, and I may participate in all local Chapter 

activities. I understand that my dues are shared between NAS 

and my local Chapter.  

 

Name:        

 

Address:       

 

City:______________ State:______ Zip: __________ 

 

Phone:        

 

Email:         

 

Please note: The newsletter will be delivered electronically unless 

requested otherwise.  

  

__  $20 for a 1-year individual or family membership  

   

C3Z N53 0Z 

 

Please make the check payable to National Audubon Society and 

mail to:  

National Audubon Society 

PO Box 422250 

Palm Coast, FL 32142-2250 

 

Join Five Valleys Audubon Society 

 
Please enroll me as a Chapter member of the Five Valleys 

Audubon Society. I will receive the Birding Observer and may 

participate in all local Chapter activities. I understand that my 

dues remain entirely with the Chapter.  

 

Name:        

 

Address:       

 

City:______________ State:______ Zip: __________ 

 

Phone:        

 

Email:        

 

Please note: The newsletter will be delivered electronically unless 

requested otherwise.  

 

  ___ $15 is enclosed for Chapter-only membership 

 

  __  An additional sum of $____________ is also      

  included to support Chapter activities.  

 

Please make check payable to the Five Valleys Audubon Society 

and mail to:  

Five Valleys Audubon Society 

PO Box 8425 

Missoula, MT  59807 

Go Green and Save! 

 

Do you want to help Five Valleys Audubon Society save money, paper and volunteer time? Please 

consider reading your Birding Observer online. Your online copy will contain content in color, and you will 

receive your newsletter much earlier than the mailed hard copy!  If you wish to receive your Birding 

Observer via email, just send us a request with your name to Vick Applegate at k7vk@arrl.net. You can 

also find your current newsletter on the Five Valleys Audubon Society website at www.fvaudubon.org. 

Thanks! 

 

 

Welcome New Members 

 

Beth Hammock  

Jody McKinley 

Knight Peggy 

Cindy Spangler 
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