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June 2010         

      Birding Observer 
 
 

Five Valleys Audubon Society                              A Chapter of the National Audubon Society 

 
Calendar 
 
* June 4th-6th:  Montana Audubon's Bird Festival will be held in Missoula. 
* June 19th-20th:  Two-day field trip to Freezout Lake.  See write-up below for details. 
* July 8th, 9th, 10th, 11th:  Four-day campout to Glacier Park.  See write-up below for details. 
* Saturday, August 7th:  Full-day field trip to Glenn Lake.  Meet at 7:00 AM in the West end of Rosauer's  
   parking lot.  Considerable hiking involved. 
* Friday, August 13th: Submission deadline for the September edition of the Birding Observer.  
* Tuesday, September 7th, 7pm: Jim Brown will host the board meeting.  
* Saturday, September 11th:  Full-day field trip to Ninepipes & Kicking Horse.  Meet at 8:00 AM in the  
  middle of the UM field house parking lot. 
 
Upcoming Multi-day Field Trips  
by Larry Weeks 
 
 
The two-day field trip to Freezout Lake and vicinity has been scheduled for June 19th 
and 20th.  The plan is to leave Missoula at 7am on June 19th and drive to Freezout Lake.  
The group will bird Freezout on Saturday and the Rocky Mountain Front on Sunday.  We 
will stay at the Stage Stop Inn in Choteau and participants are asked to make reservations 
in advance by calling 1-888-466-5900.  Participants should also 
take food/snacks for lunches.  Please call Larry Weeks at 549-
5632 if you wish to attend so he can coordinate carpooling. 
 
The four-day campout to Glacier Park is scheduled for July 
8th, 9th, 10th, & 11th.   The plan is to camp at St. Mary 
Campground on July 8th and 9th, and at the Fish Creek 
Campground on July 10th.  To make reservations at both St. Mary 
and Fish Creek, call 1-800-365-2267 or go online at 
www.recreation.gov and enter Montana, St. Mary Campground, the date of arrival (July 8), and length of stay 
(2).  Pick a campsite from the group C108 – C112 in Loop C so we will be together.  Use the same procedure 
for the Fish Creek campground; enter Montana, Fish Creek Campground, date of arrival (July 10), and length 
of stay (1).  Pick a campsite from A2 – A6.  If you have a Golden Passport, the rate is reduced by 50%.  You 
will be asked for your Golden Passport number.  We can have up to 8 people per campsite, so not everyone 
has to make a reservation.  We will bird Many Glacier on Friday, Red Eagle Lake trail on Saturday and Camas 
Creek and Howe Lake trails on Sunday.  If you are planning to go to Glacier, call Larry Weeks at 549-5632 or 
email him at bwsgenea@onlinemt.com.  The trip will be limited to 20 people. Larry will be planning for potluck 
dinners.  We will plan to meet at 5:00 PM at the St. Mary Campground on July 8th. 
 
Please note:  There is a $10 charge per individual on multi-day field trips. 
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Peeps from the Board 
By Larry Weeks 
 

In 2004, I attended a 3-day Fireworks 
Workshop given by Jane Kapler Smith 

at the fire lab.  Fireworks is an 
educational program for students 

in grades 1-10.  It 
consists of 3 trunks of 

laboratory materials 
for studying fire 

ecology.  I selected 3 
exercises from this 
program that I use in 

a fire ecology unit which 
includes 3 classroom sessions and a field trip to a 
burned forest.  I have given this program to the 3rd 
grade class at St. Joseph School for six consecutive 
years.  I will describe my most recent presentations 
at St. Joseph.  When I entered the school at 8:15 
AM on a Monday morning for the first session, 
there were no children outside and everything was 
quiet inside.  I asked the receptionist where all the 
children were. She informed me that they were 
praying, and then added, “they're praying for you”.  
Was I in trouble?  Maybe I needed some divine 
guidance.  The first classroom session involved 
mystery trees during which I distributed samples of 
eight different known trees to small groups of 
students. The groups filled out data sheets that 
asked for measurements and descriptions of the 
tree characteristics.  Then each group got an 
unknown tree along with all the data sheets. They 
were asked to figure out what their unknown tree 
was by comparing it to the data sheets.  After they 
had finished, I asked the groups what their mystery 
tree was and how they arrived at their conclusions. 
The group with black cottonwood said it was 
because of the cotton-like material that was in a 
seed container; the group with lodgepole pine 
because there were 2 needles per bundle; and 
Ponderosa pine because the needles were 17 cm 
long.  The second classroom session involved 
buried treasure where I covered the roots of eight 
different plants and the students drew what they 
thought the roots looked like.  Then I removed the 
covering and talked about the root structure.  
Things like bulb, rhizome, corm, taproot, and root 
crown.  I stressed the fact that the roots give rise 
to the new growth after a fire.  I'm always amazed 
that more children don't draw a bulb for a wild 
onion.  Some root drawings always come close by  

 
 
 
accident. In the 3rd session, the students read the 
narratives of a creepy crawly fire and a roaring 
tree-top fire, while I changed a felt board to depict 
what happens in the forest before, during and after 
a fire.  Then I asked the class what they learned.  
After the creepy crawly fire, a girl said that the 
forests needed fire to prevent the growth of ladder 
fuels that allow the fire to reach the crown. That’s 
just what I wanted to hear. After the roaring tree-
top fire involving lodgepole pine, a boy stated that 
all of the trees burn at once.  As I packed up to 
leave, the teacher gave the class their new words 
as an assignment, and she would use the word in a 
sentence. One of the words was “wouldn't” and the 
sentence she used was “wouldn't it be wonderful if 
we had school year round”. The class immediately 
voiced their objections. 
 
The field trip was to the Black Cat fire East of 
Frenchtown.  Thirty 3rd graders from Marlene 
Naylor's and Sean Brennan's classes along with 5 
mothers participated.  The weather was cool with 
light rain and snow showers.  Several of the 
children were soon wearing plastic bags to keep 
warm and dry.  In spite of the weather, the 
children were excited to be on the field trip.  I 
showed the class examples of crown fires and 
where the fire stayed on the ground.  I showed 
them many of the plants that we had studied in the 
classroom such as arrowleaf balsamroot, glacier 
lily, wild onion, and pinegrass.  We talked about 
how the bark and wood-boring beetles seek out a 
burn to lay their eggs on the tree.  The eggs then 
hatch into larvae that eat the cambium layer or 
bore into the wood.  The woodpeckers then seek 
out the larvae and their excavations were readily 
visible on the burned trees.  The beetles also carry 
the spores of fungi that aid in the decay of the 
wood.  We then split up into 3 groups which were 
led by Virginia Vincent, Cynthia Hudson and myself.  
We set up a little professor hike where the students 
repeat 2 or more facts about a tree or plant to their 
classmates.  Then the groups did a burned area 
scavenger hunt where they had to locate examples 
of 10 items.  One of the groups, on their own, 
organized the hunt by assigning one item to each 
of the members.  By this time, it was 11:15 AM and 
the most frequently asked question was “when's 
lunch?”  That's when we decided to have our lunch 
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on the bus ride back to the school.  I talked with 
Sean Brennan on the returning bus trip, and he 
couldn't get over how excited the children had 
been.  He also mentioned that the stations with the 
little professor hike worked great and that the fungi 
on the trees was not obvious until you started 
looking for it.  It was quite humorous to look at 
some of the spellings on one of the scavenger 
sheets; Douglas fir was duglis fur, beetle was 
betole and glacier lily was glasher lillies.  Dick Hutto 
has been a strong advocate for forest fires and the 
benefits that are derived from fires.  Dick feels that 
not enough is done to teach the good things about 
a fire.  I feel that this fire ecology unit directly 
addresses that issue and is fun for the children. 
 
Coffee Swallows vs. Chit Chats  
by Jim Brown 
 
 
These two teams of birders will soon be vying for 
the honor of seeing the most birds during an all- 
day, dawn to dark, competitive Birdathon. This fun 
event is Five Valleys Audubon's annual fund raiser 
to support our conservation and education efforts. 
We ask Chapter members to pledge so much per 
species observed or whatever contributors wish to 
donate. After the Birdathon and weary eyes have 
recovered, we mail out a reminder of your pledge 
and a list of species seen by the team you 
supported. This year each team will devote the 
morning to conducting bird surveys in the Clark 
Fork River--Grass Valley Important Bird Area to 
monitor bird populations, especially species of 
conservation concern. For the remainder of the day 
teams will search other habitats in the Missoula 
Valley and perhaps beyond. About 100 species will 
be observed depending on weather and luck. 
 
Your tax deductible contributions are used to 
support these Chapter activities: 

•  Phil Wright Research Awards granted to 
qualifying high school and college wildlife 
biology students               

•  Audubon Adventures, a quarterly newsletter 
and lesson guide for teaching environmental 
education in elementary grades (3-6)    

•  Community Naturalist Program--Chapter 
volunteers provide classroom presentations 
and field trip learning experiences  

•  Wildlife habitat conservation projects that 
protect habitat in Missoula County 

particularly in the Clark Fork River--Grass 
Valley Important Bird Area. We inform 
Missoula citizens, land-owners, developers 
and city/county planners of the special 
importance of habitat in this area for birds 
and other wildlife. We review all subdivision 
proposals in Missoula County and testify at 
hearings in favor of adequate protection of 
riparian areas. 

 
If we miss you by phone or letter please consider a 
contribution to FVAS and we will mail a species list 
to you. We certainly appreciate your support.  
 
Flammulated Owls, Nightjars  
and Citizen Monitoring 2010 
by Amy Cilimburg & Megan Fylling 
 
Montana Audubon and the 
Avian Science Center at The 
University of Montana are once 
again planning a citizen 
science monitoring effort for 
Flammulated Owls around the 
greater Missoula area (Lolo 
National Forest).   Last year’s 
effort was a great success! Folks had fun, and we 
collected valuable data.  With continued financial 
support from MT Fish, Wildlife and Parks, we’re 
building a long-term monitoring project in this 
region.   
 
This year, we are going to add nightjar surveys to 
the mix – monitoring Common Nighthawks and 
Common Poorwills.  This is part of a nation-wide 
effort to begin to understand declines, and we’ll 
help test whether calling for owls affects nightjars.   
 
Volunteers Needed! You can "adopt" a survey route 
which you complete once or, ideally, twice anytime 
between early June and early July. The Nightjar 
component will only occur June 17-July 4 so we will 
focus much of our efforts during these weeks.  
You’ll work in pairs, hike or drive your survey route, 
visit established points, and play an owl caller. Plan 
to be out from 10 pm until 1 or 2 am. We provide 
training, equipment, and protocols. A training date 
will be set as soon as we have our volunteers. If 
you are interested in being a “night owl” a couple 
nights this summer or would like to know more, go 
to http://mtaudubon.org/birds/citizen.html or contact 
Megan Fylling at 243-2035 or 
megan.fylling@mso.umt.edu (email is preferred).   
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Field Trips by Larry Weeks 
 
 
Saturday, April 17, 2010:  The Lee Metcalf NWR 
was the site for the April field trip.  It was a 
beautiful spring day and 18 people joined the 
author for a hike along the Kenai Trail.  We spent 
considerable time at Ponds 5 and 6 where most of 
the duck species were represented.  There were 2 
greater yellowlegs in Pond 5 which had been 
lowered to burn the cattails.  Bob Danley told me 
that an excavator will be used to cut trenches in 
the cattails to provide more open water before they 
refill the pond.  The ponds along the trail contained 
a good collection of waterfowl but the numbers 
were reduced from previous visits for the workshop 
field trips.  We did not see any swans.  Highlights 
during the hike included a displaying male wild 
turkey and we heard both the sora and Virginia rail.  
After lunch, we drove to the parking lot at the 
South end and hiked the loop trail to the river.  
During this second hike, we had hairy, downy and 
pileated woodpeckers, red-breasted and white- 
breasted nuthatches, and a mourning dove.  A 
circling red-tailed hawk was being harassed by an 
American kestrel.  During the trip, we encountered 
sandhill cranes 5 different times.  A pair of cranes 
were picking up charred debris from the cattail 
burn and rubbing it onto their feathers and we 
found a crane sitting on a nest.  The bird tally was 
50 species.  Following the field trip, Cynthia 
Hudson and the author manned a birding station 
for 100 university students who had attended the 
24th National Conference on Undergraduate 
Research at the University of Montana. 
 
Saturday, May 1, 2010:  It 
was a windy, cool day in the 
Ovando Valley for the annual 
Brown's Lake field trip led by 
Jim Brown.  The route was 
the same that Jim has used 
for the past several years.  
The stop at the Clearwater 
River was not as productive 
as it usually is but it did have 
the only hooded merganser 
for the trip.  We had 
Eurasian-collared doves on 
the trip for the first time and 
there was a trumpeter swan  
 

 
 
 
on the ponds just outside of Ovando.  At the 
sapsucker stop, we found red-naped sapsuckers 
right away but it took a long time before Terry 
Toppins was able to locate a Williamson sapsucker.  
It was a male with a brilliant yellow chest.  The 
shallow bay on Brown's Lake had a diverse 
collection of waterfowl which included 3 
Bonaparte's gulls.  The main lake yielded about 40 
Ross' geese, western, horned, eared, and red-
necked grebes, and one common loon.  Terry also 
saw a yellow-rumped warbler by the deciduous 
trees at the campground.  The only significant 
shorebirds were 11 long-billed curlews along the 
Cut-Off Road.  Just before we saw the curlews, 
there was a flock of at least 12 sandhill cranes in a 
feedlot and one of the cranes was in a feed trough.  
There were many bald eagles scattered along the 
route and 3 golden eagles.  We also saw 8 elk in a 
field along the Cut-Off Road.  On the return trip to 
Missoula, some of the group saw turkey vultures 
and a wild turkey.  Fourteen people participated on 
the field trip and we had 67 species for the day. 
 
Sunday, May 9, 2010:  The Mother's Day field 
trip to Smurfit-Stone was well attended and we 
started out with an 11-car convoy.  The first stop 
was by the log yard and we walked across a field to 
an old barn to look for a Say's phoebe that had 
been seen earlier in the week.  We didn't locate the 
phoebe but we flushed 2 great horned owls out of 
the barn and they landed in some nearby trees.  
We were off to a good start.  Two snow geese 
were the next attention getter, along with a few 
ducks and some very vocal Savannah sparrows.  
We hit the mother lode of waterfowl in a small 
pond near the river; redheads, ring-necked ducks, 
lesser scaup, common goldeneye, ruddy ducks, 
gadwall, mallards, northern shovelers, green-
winged and cinnamon teal, and “my favorite”, the 
American coot.  Wayne Tree spotted a couple of 
yellow-rumped warblers nearby.  We then worked 
our way to the New Wetlands with short stops for 
eared grebes, one Wilson's phalarope and one 
American avocet.  The highlight at the New 
Wetlands was a Virginia rail which showed itself 
several times in response to a taped call.  A couple 
of blue-winged teal were the first of the year for 
several people.  We returned to the mill for a pit 
stop and then had to endure a significant rain 
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shower.  During the shower, we found 2 least 
sandpipers, a wood duck, a pair of common 
mergansers, and double-crested cormorant.  While 
we were watching a bald eagle's nest with young, a 
couple of Lewis's woodpeckers were investigating 
an old snag.  By the time we got to the South 
habitat, the sun had come out and dried up most of 
the rain shower.  The first birds after leaving the 
cars for our hike were a couple of sharp-shinned 
hawks. One of the birds generated the usual 
discussion about whether or not it was a Cooper's 
hawk rather than a sharpie.  I yielded to Jim 
Brown's ID of a sharp-shinned hawk.  The brushy 
habitat yielded a spotted towhee, a red-naped 
sapsucker, a Nashville warbler, and a white-
crowned sparrow.  Thirty-eight people were on the 
field trip, and I tallied 70 bird species.   
 
 
Swainson’s Hawks in the Missoula Valley 
By Denver W. Holt, Owl Research Institute  
 
 

Given recent interest 
in Swainson’s Hawks 
(Buteo swainsoni) in 
Missoula Valley, I 
wanted to share my 
history with this 
species, and 
comment on recent 
conversations.  
 
My experience with 
Swainson’s Hawks is 
connected to the 
ORI’s long-term 

research on Long-eared Owls (LEOW) in Missoula 
and Mission Valleys, now in its 24th year. We have 
found over 200 LEOW nests, banded over 1500 
owls, identified 25 major wintering areas, and 
recorded over 30,000 prey items. Our study is 
conducted throughout the year, and has allowed us 
to record the presence of numerous species of 
vertebrates and plants. Thus, we have strong 
background in the ecology of grasslands west of 
Missoula to Frenchtown. I have always had keen 
interest in raptors, but especially breeding 
Swainson’s Hawks in Missoula. My observations 
have been casual but consistent over the past 24 
years.  
 

OBSERVATIONS OF NOTE 
 
Swainson’s Hawks have been reported in Missoula 
Valley since at least the 1950’s, and have been 
reported to nest in Missoula County. Unfortunately 
no data on the nest or who reported it exists. In 
1986, UM Professor P.L. Wright and I confirmed a 
nest near Kona Ranch Road. The nest was in a 
Cottonwood tree in a residential front yard. 
In 1991, I remember a wind storm blew out the 
Vigilante Storage nest along the airport road. One 
chick was dead on the ground and the second 
alive. Bill Norton and I spent the next several hours 
rebuilding the nest while the adults screamed 
above. The surviving chick was placed in its new 
nest and eventually fledged. That tree eventually 
blew down; however Swainson’s Hawks were 
observed almost annually in new nests along the 
road. Unfortunately, I did not know if these were 
the same hawks. 
 
I also remember the Wal-Mart Super Center pair. 
Prior to the opening of WMSC in 2001, the hawks 
nested in a tree where the complex now stands. 
After completion of WMSC, a pair continued to nest 
directly alongside Mullan Road within a few 
hundred yards of the parking lot, in consecutive 
years. Eventually, the hawks disappeared. However 
a pair was found nesting not too far away in a 
residential yard. It was unknown if these were the 
same individuals. 
 
Over the years, I continued to check territories as 
time allowed. I found territories along Mullan Road 
and the back roads from Missoula to Frenchtown. 
Other territories were adjacent to the Frenchtown 
Pulp Mill, the Drive-In Move Theater, and the WYE. 
I found territories on DesChamp Ranch, Missoula 
International Airport, and north of Interstate 90 in 
the grassland foothills. In all I knew of about 7 
territories annually occupied for the past 24 years. 
I have always believed that a comprehensive 
survey might reveal 10 or more territories. Some of 
the nests I have observed were in residential yards, 
along busy roads, along the interstate, near active 
farms, within grazing pastures, and in remote quite 
grasslands. I have concluded Swainson’s Hawks 
were more adaptable than I previously thought. 
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Hi Friends! Go Green,  
View your Birding Observer newsletter even 

sooner, only on-line.  
Just send us an email request with your name to 

Vick Applegate at k7vk@arrl.net.  
We will alert you each month when the 
newsletter becomes available on-line.  

You can find the Five Valleys Audubon web site 
at: http://www.fvamissoula.org/index.htm 

ARE SWAINSON’S HAWKS DECLINING? AND DO 
THEY INDICATE HEALTH OF MISSOULA’S 
GRASSLAND COMMUNITY? 
 
The recent interest in Swainson’s Hawks by 
conservation groups in Missoula is welcomed 
development for grassland conservation. In the last 
several years I have brought numerous 
conservation groups and city planners to the 
grasslands west of Missoula. My concern is 
protecting this habitat for a host of species. 
According to the 2009 The State of Birds Report, 
grasslands and grassland birds are in peril. The 
Swainson’s Hawk is one of numerous species 
inhabiting these grasslands. Some evidence proves 
Swainson’s Hawks and other grassland vertebrates 
have shown historic and current declines 
throughout their range due to large-scale rural 
development, and habitat conversion.  
 
On the other hand, evidence indicates Swainson’s 
Hawks are adaptable to anthropogenic changes. In 
fact, Swainson’s Hawks have adapted well to some 
agricultural and ranching practices that replaced 
natural grasslands, creating a mix of habitats. They 
can nest in close proximity to humans, and are 
known to increase in density with some increasing 
agriculture. Swainson’s Hawks also use trees for 
nesting at old abandoned farms and planted 
shelterbelts. Few nests are even found on man-
made structures. Swainson’s Hawks also compete 
with Red-tailed Hawks for nest sites and territories. 
Their breeding season diet consists of a wide range 
of prey species in both native and human 
augmented habitats. And, they apparently take 
advantage of agricultural harvesting techniques to 
find food. Similar adaptability occurs on their 
wintering grounds where agricultural practices 
replaced native grasslands.  
 
MY CONCERN 
 
Are Missoula’s Swainson’s Hawks declining due to 
habitat loss by development? Because Swainson’s 
Hawks are a grassland species, we should be 
concerned. However, I know of no data to support 
the suggestion they are declining. I am also 
unaware of any historic information regarding 
populations in Missoula. Swainson’s Hawks may 
simply have shifted territories, which they are 
known to do. Certainly Missoula Valley has lost 

natural grasslands to agriculture and urban 
development, but this affect and effect on 
Swainson’s Hawks is currently unknown.  
 
I am 100% behind 
conserving Swainson’s 
Hawks, other grassland 
species, and their 
habitat, but we need 
data. As researchers 
and conservationists, 
we develop friendships, 
credibility, and trust 
with our peers and the public. However, there is 
sometimes a mistrust of science by the public. 
Thus, if we propose this decline without any data 
we will fuel this mistrust, and potentially undermine 
conservation opportunities in the future.  
 
SUMMARY 
 
Swainson’s Hawks may or may not be a good 
indicator of the health of Missoula’s grasslands. 
However, I do believe they should be evaluated. 
First, we need to establish systematic surveys from 
Missoula to Frenchtown. Then we need follow-up 
with long-term research and monitoring to 
determine basic population demographics. To be a 
good indicator of healthy grasslands we need to 
know Swainson’s Hawks habitat requirements, 
population fluctuations, site fidelity, philopatry, 
reproductive output, and food habits. Then and 
only then can we use our data to determine if 
Missoula populations are stable or declining. On the 
contrary, could Swainson’s Hawks have increased 
in Missoula and are they as adaptable as Red-tailed 
Hawks? We simply do not know these answers. It 
is a good time to investigate Swainson’s Hawks, but 
let’s do it quietly and carefully until we have the 
data. This may take time. 
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Join The National 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, as 
well as participate in all local Chapter activities. I 
understand that my dues are shared between NAS 
and my local Chapter.  
 
Name: ______________________________ 
 
Address: ____________________________ 
 
____________________________________ 
 
City:___________ State:_____ Zip: _______ 
 
  

[ ] $20 for a one-year membership  
for an individual or family 

 
  
Please make the check payable to National Audubon 
Society and mail to: National Audubon Society, 
Membership Data Center, PO Box 422250, Palm 
Coast, FL 32142-2250.  C0Z N53 0Z 

Join The 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 (optional): ______________________ 
 
    [ ] $15 is enclosed for Chapter 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. 

Welcome New Members:  
 
Bob Alger Barry Brown   
Laurel A. Curry Theresa Griffin  
Nancy Hinman Portia Nelson  
Lance Schelvan Virginia F. Olson  
Shirley Weaver Joan Zygmunt 

 

Thanks to our Returning Members: 
 
Howard J. Andrews Al Brule Elaine M. Corrigan Mariah Crossland 
Judy Dammel John Duffield Jean Duncan Nancy Erickson 
Linnea Faber Jeanne Fevold Arnold Finklin James A. Flightner  
G. Garberson  Julia B. Hunt Judith Hutchins Richard Hutto 
Horst Jarka J. Kurzenbaum Donna Love John M. Lynn  
Jud Moore Virginia Moore Cathy H. Ream Barbara Ross 
Kathleen Spritzer Fred & Cathy Tilly Tim Vogelsberg Annette Walker  
Robert W. Weaver Larry E. Weeks Richard & Adele Wolff 
 

 
Note To Members: Please Check The Mailing Label For Expiration Of Your Membership. 
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