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Peeps from the Prez   by Paul Loehnen 
 
 
At the Montana Audubon Birding Festival held in 
Billings in this year, one of the presentations 
included live birds of various types, usually rescued 
after injury. One of the remarkable birds was a 
Turkey Vulture. Although I had seen many, I had 
never seen one close-up and the more I heard 
about this remarkable creature, the more my 
interest was piqued.  
 
The Turkey Vulture is found throughout most of the 
Americas ranging from Southern Canada to the 
southernmost tip of South America. It inhabits a 
variety of open and semi open areas, including 
subtropical forests, scrublands, pastures and 
deserts. They certainly have become a common 
sight in the Missoula valley.  
 
Its wingspan can extend up to six feet with an 
average weight of about 3 lbs. It has dark brown to 
black plumage but the flight feathers on the wings 
appear to be silvery gray beneath contrasting with 
dark wing linings. Its head and neck are featherless 
and purplish-red. This allows the bird to stick its 
head into rotting carcasses while still keeping 
relatively clean. 
 
The Turkey Vulture is a scavenger and feeds almost 
exclusively on carrion. It finds its meals using it 
remarkably acute sense of smell, an ability that is 
uncommon in the avian world. It will often fly low to 
the ground to pick up scents of ethyl mercaptan, a 
gas produced by the beginning of decay in dead 
animals. The olfactory lobe of its brain, responsible 
for processing smells, is particularly large compared 
to other animals. This heightened ability to detect 
odors allows it to search for carrion below the forest 
canopy. Interestingly, mercaptan chemicals are 
added to odorless natural gas to give humans a 
warning there may be a gas leak. Utility repair 
crews often watch for circling vultures along their 
route to locate leaking pipelines. 
 
The vulture’s urinary tract empties directly onto its 
legs, soaking them in a powerful uric acid that acts 

as a coolant by evaporating, but also as a sterilizing 
agent. The chemicals in the vulture’s stomach are 
so powerful that the animal’s urine will kill whatever 
bacteria may be present on its legs, after walking 
through a decomposing carcass.  
 
Vultures like many carrion eaters, display 
remarkable tolerance to microorganisms that would 
be pathogenic to many other species. They eat the 
corpses of animals killed by a bacterial or a viral 
infection, or which has developed large numbers of 
pathogenic bacteria, naturally present in small 
numbers on the skin or in the gut of many animals. 
These organisms would be lethal to most other 
animals. Vulture digestive acid is so strong that it 
easily digests putrid substances without presenting 
the bird any trouble. These birds are credited with 
reducing the occurrence of disease because they eat 
diseased animals and thereby prevent the causative 
organism from spreading. Apart from being able to 
kill almost all viruses and bacteria that they ingest, 
they are able to detoxify many potent toxins such as 
those produced by Clostridium Botulinum, the 
causative agent of Botulism. 
 
It is because of the ability of vultures to kill 
organisms and to detoxify toxins that they are being 
actively studied. The ability to disinfect rodent 
carcasses carrying Hantavirus is currently being 
tested and could prove to be of great significance to 

human medical research. There may 
also be vital information to be 

discovered for use in the event 
of biological warfare, acts 

of terrorism, or world-
wide epidemics. 

 

 
 
  The deadline for submissions to the November edition of the Birding Observer is Friday, October 17th. 

Please send articles to the editor, Beverly Orth Geoghegan, at orthbev@hotmail.com. 
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Field Trips  by Larry Weeks 
 
 
Saturday, August 16, 2008:  The focus of the 
field trip to Smurfit-Stone was shorebirds.  There 
was a good collection of shorebirds on the pond 
closest to the mill and we were able to identify 
lesser yellowlegs and Baird’s, semipalmated, 
western, and least sandpipers.  The sludge pond 
had at least 50 Baird’s sandpipers and a few spotted 
sandpipers.  The next stop had the best shorebird of 
the day; two long-billed curlews.  A small patch of 
riparian habitat by the river had a good variety of 
birds that were feeding on chokecherries, weed 
seeds and insects.  We spent about 30 minutes at 
this location and we identified yellow warbler, Say’s 
phoebe, pine siskin, Bullock’s oriole, American 
goldfinch, spotted towhee, gray catbird, western 
wood-pewee, eastern kingbird, American robin, and 
song sparrow.  Since there were only 6 people on 
the field trip, I was able to cover the mill property 
very thoroughly and we found most of the expected 
birds.  The unexpected birds included 3 sandhill 
cranes and a Swainson’s hawk along pulp mill road 
on the drive to the mill.  We had a total of 63 birds 
for the trip. 
 
Saturday, September 13, 2008:  In the interest 
of reducing travel mileage, the Chapter toured two 
local birding spots that have not been previously 
visited; Tower St. Open Space and Sleven’s Island.  
The date was chosen to catch the warbler migration 
through the Missoula area but the peak occurred 
during the previous week.  However, we still ended 
up with a nice mix of birds.  I was scouting Tower 
St. a half hour before the start when Gerry Geske 
arrived.  While we were standing on the street, a 
Eurasian-collared dove landed on a wire, which was 
followed by a mourning dove and a rock pigeon, all 
within the space of one minute.  Our group of 14 
cars overwhelmed the parking lot at the end of 
Tower St. so several of the cars had to park on the 
side of the road.  The walking tour of the Open 
Space covered about one and one-half miles of 
established trails.  We had to work for the birds but 
we did end up with some good looks at a pair of 
common yellowthroats, all 3 species of nuthatches 
and a flock of 25 common mergansers in the Clark 
Fork River.  The turkey vultures were very abundant 
because they like to roost in the Tower St. area.  
We also found a red-naped sapsucker, two belted 
kingfishers and 3 American kestrels.  A stop at the 

slough by the corner of 3rd and Tower produced 
yellow-rumped and orange-crowned warblers, cedar 
waxwings, pine siskins, and an American goldfinch.  
At Sleven’s Island, a pileated woodpecker put on a 
good show as it worked a dead cottonwood snag, a 
western tanager was harvesting chokecherries along 
with an immature American robin and a dead 
cottonwood tree behind the Child Development 
Center had several cedar waxwings and pine siskins.  
Nearby, a yellow-rumped warbler worked a small 
Siberian elm for insects.  We had 39 species for the 
trip and 19 people participated.  
 
Birding in South Africa:  A 14 Day Subtropical 
Adventure,  January 3-16, 2009 
   
 
This is a trip of a life time.  Montana Audubon is 
sponsoring a two-week subtropical tour in South 
Africa. The tour will offer the very best African 
birding. Huge numbers of species will be seen; the 
typical bird list for this 2-week adventure is amongst 
the very highest in the world – in the range of 400 
species! Participants will also find large numbers of 
South African endemics. Apart from yielding 
hundreds of bird species, this dream African 
experience also provides the possibility of seeing 
lions, cheetahs, leopards, elephants, rhinos, 
crocodiles, hippos, giraffes, antelope, plus many 
other mammal species, as well as breathtaking 
scenery. 
 
The price of this 2-week trip, assuming 6-10 
participants, is $3949.00 for double occupancy or 
$4443.00 for single occupancy, plus a $500.00 
contribution to the Montana Audubon Society, which 
is tax deductible. This includes all transport, 3-star 
accommodations, food and guiding fees, but 
excludes: the international flight arriving in Durban 
and departing from Johannesburg two weeks later, 
drinks, tips, gifts and other items of a personal 
nature.  The trip costs can be reduced with an 
increased number of participants and/or lesser 
accommodations.    
 
If you are interested in reading the daily itinerary or 
in signing up for this trip, call or e-mail Mary Fay @ 
406-431-9761 or mary.fay@bresnan.net.   
With limited time, your quick reply is necessary.   
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Birds Encountered in Northeastern Scotland 
By Linda Holtom 
 

 
Roger and I took a long-desired 
trip to Scotland this April.  We 
had wanted to visit the country 
for years.  Highlights of the trip 
included our encounters with 
the flighty residents of the 
Northeastern corner of 
Scotland where we vacationed. 
 
Once we landed in Aberdeen, 

rented our car, and headed for the Speyside area 
driving on the “wrong” side of the road while 
learning to negotiate the complexities of the Traffic 
Circle, we needed a mental and physical break by 
the time we reached Dufftown, where we enjoyed 
the antics of several Scottish birds.  I’ll never forget 
the beautiful sunny day with the smell of whisky in 
the air from the local Mordoch Distillery and the 
raucous calls of the rooks.  We had parked right 
under a massive rookery!  The gregarious birds 
seemed to be nesting in every tree in town.  
Suddenly from a nearby garden a sweet burbling 
song sounded a counterpoint to the raucous calls of 
the rooks.  The sunlight reflecting off of the bird’s 
red breast left no doubt that we were enjoying the 
song of the “real” robin (Erithacus rubecula).  What 
a beautiful song he sang for us! 
 
Once we reached our first hotel, the Dowans in 
Abelour, we pulled out the binocs and went out to 
walk the garden.  We were not disappointed.  A 
delightful companion was the great tit, remindful of 
our chickadee in its cheery personality, its assertive 
friendliness, and its busy, busy attitude about life.  
We suspect there was a nest being built as the 
couple helicoptered to the ground to pick up bits 
and pieces of grasses and then took off for a large 
conifer tree.  The light picked up flashes of yellow 
and blue from the feathers as the birds maneuvered 
about the garden.  One tit almost collided with a 
wood pigeon serenely wandering about the garden.  
This pigeon is frighteningly huge for a pigeon--duck 
size but without the webbed feet!  It flies with more 
grace than a duck, however; and it likes to settle in 
the tops of the trees--where it makes quite a lot of 
noise as it rustles through the branches to find the 
perfect perch for its rotund body.  At the nearby 
Abelour Distillery (if you enjoy Scotch whisky, the 

Speyside area is Paradise!), we met the jackdaws.  
Perched on the slate rooftops, almost blending in 
with the gray slate, they posed for the 
quintessential picture of urban birds in an old 
European setting. 
 
Glen Coe, the heart of the Highlands, was our final 
destination.  The scenery is stunning; the mountains 
are magnificent; the flora is remarkably familiar; 
and the wildlife is abundant (at least by European 
standards).  We were fortunate to see red deer and 
feral goats on our walks through the Highlands.  
And, of course, the Highland birds entertained us on 
all of our walks.  A favorite woods companion was 
the chaffinch.  It is one of Europe’s most abundant 
birds, and we heard its cheery, song everywhere.  
We especially enjoyed one chaffinch couple that 
resided at the Claighaig Inn where we stayed.  We 
often had supper outdoors near our room.  The 
chaffinches came by to see what we were eating.  
We tried to encourage good eating habits by 
offering them bits of whole-grain pita bread about 
which they were totally underwhelmed.  However, 
they both enjoyed the meat-flavored potato chips!  
Meat-flavored chips and other popular snacks in 
Scotland -- well, that is an entire other article in its 
own right! 
 
Another common bird we enjoyed on our walks and 
the biggest clown of all the birds we met was the 
Pied/White Wagtail.  The first encounter with the 
bird is startling because of the remarkable black and 
white markings on the face and the crazy “dance” 
performed.  The bird runs across the ground for 
several seconds at full-tilt speed; then suddenly 
stops.  Upon stopping, it jumps straight up in the air 
about 6 inches.  When it lands, the long thin tail 
bobs up and down several times.  Then, the wagtail 
waltz starts all over again!  We thoroughly enjoyed 
the antics and considered ourselves lucky to share 
so many streamside walks with the wagtails.   
 
As small an area as Scotland covers, we barely 
scratched the surface of what to see and do in the 
country.  And, of course, we have yet to explore the 
Scottish coast line in much depth.  Perhaps another 
trip to Scotland is mandatory! 



 

Pleas
Audu
the A
well 
unde
and m
 
Nam
 
Addr
 
City:
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pleas
Socie
Mem
8032

Impo
 
Pleas
the a
your
rene
your
that 
upco

Than
 
Nanc
 
Kath
 
Tom
 
 
 

       
 

Join The N

se enroll me
ubon Society 
Audubon mag
as participat

erstand that 
my local Chap

me: _______

ress: ______

:_________

[ ] $2

[ ] $1

se make the c
ety and mail t
bership Data 
3-1003.  N53

ortant Note T

se note the 
address labe
 membersh
wal form is 
 convenienc
you don’t 

oming events

nks to Our 

cy Erickson 

hleen Baird 

 & Mary Tho

  

 
National Au

 
e as a mem
and my local
gazine and th
te in all loca
my dues are
pter.  

__________

__________

___ State:__

20 for an indi

15 for studen

check payable
to: National A
Center, PO B

3 7XCH 

To Our Valu

expiration d
el of this ne
hip to expire
on the last p
ce. Please r
miss any 

s of the Five

Returning

ompson 

udubon Soc

mber of the
 Chapter. I w

he Birding Ob
al Chapter a
e shared betw

__________

__________

____ Zip: __

vidual or fam

nts and senior

e to National A
Audubon Socie
Box 51001, Bo

ed Members

date of your 
wsletter. We
e. We wou
page of ever
renew your 
newsletters 

e Valleys Aud

 Members 

ciety 

e National 
will receive 
bserver, as 
ctivities. I 
ween NAS 

______ 

______ 

______ 

mily 

rs 

Audubon 
ety, 
oulder, CO 

s:  

membership
e wouldn’t w
ld miss you
ry newslette
membership
or any of 

dubon Societ

Ple
Va
Ob
act
wit
 
Na
 
Ad
 
Cit
 
Em
 
   
   

 
   
   
 
Ple
Au
So

p on 
want 
u! A 

er for 
p so 

the 
ty.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Join The F

ease enroll m
alleys Audubo
bserver and 
tivities. I und
th the Chapte

ame: ______

ddress: ____

ty:_______

mail (option

 
[ ] $15 is e

[ ] An add
       also inc

ease make 
udubon Societ
ociety, PO Box

                

 
Five Valleys

 
me as a Chap
on Society. I
may particip

derstand that 
er.  

__________

__________

_____ State:

al): ______

enclosed for C

itional sum of
luded to supp

check payab
ty and mail t
x 8425, Misso

                 

s Audubon 

pter member
I will receive
pate in all lo
 my dues rem

__________

__________

:_____ Zip: 

__________

Chapter mem

f __________
port Chapter a

ble to the 
to: Five Valle

oula, MT  5980

        

Society 

r of the Five 
e the Birding 
ocal Chapter 
main entirely 

________ 

_______ 

_______ 

________ 

bership 

____ is  
activities.  

Five Valleys 
eys Audubon 
07. 

5 



FIVE VALLEYS AUDUBON SOCIETY BOARD OF DIRECTORS 
OFFICERS: 
President   Paul Loehnen   11556 Bench Road, Missoula, MT 59808  721 – 7517 loehnen@bigsky.net 
Vice President  Gerhard Knudsen   4400 Scott Allen Dr, Missoula, MT 59803 251 – 2765 gmk@bresnan.net 
Secretary   Char Murray   50 Brookside Way, Missoula, MT 59802  549 – 5223 murray555@bresnan.net 
Treasurer   Alex Taft      439 Connell Ave, Missoula, MT  59801  218 – 8438 alextaft9@msn.com 
DIRECTORS: 
2006-2008   Suzann Stickney   2312 Duncan Dr, Missoula, MT 59802  549 – 0063 sstickmt@aol.com 
2006-2009   Bill Ballard   5120 Larch Ave, Missoula, MT 59802  549 – 5097 wballard@onewest.net 
2006-2007   Carole Toppins   1210 Tower, Missoula, MT 59804  549 – 6027 tertop@aol.com 
2007-2010   Carolyn Goren   PO Box 7189, Missoula, MT 59807  544 – 1060 goren@marsweb.com  
2008-2011   Bill Boggs   PO Box 7881, Missoula, MT 59807  728 – 3088 claybody@cybrmail.com 
COMMITTEES: 
Member Records  Vick Applegate   303 Rimrock Way, Missoula, MT 59803      549 – 0027 k7vk@arrl.net 
Membership Promotion Vacant          
Program   Judy Bungarz   17579 Remount Road, Huson, MT 59846  626 – 5761 bungaiz@peoplepc.com 
Conservation Advocacy Vick Applegate   303 Rimrock Way, Missoula, MT 59803  549 – 0027 k7vk@ arrl.net 
Habitat Protection & Restore Jim Brown   1504 Woods Gulch Rd, Missoula, MT 59802 549 – 8052 woodsy@onewest.net 
Field Activities   Larry Weeks   2428 W Kent Ave, Missoula, MT 59801  549 – 5632 bwsgenea@onlinemt.com 
Publicity   Elizabeth Johnston   1784 Elison Lane, Missoula, MT 59802  327 – 1525 birder@bigsky.net 
Education   Larry Weeks   2428 W Kent Ave, Missoula, MT 59801  549 – 5632 bwsgenea@onlinemt.com 
PL Wright Endowment Bill Gabriel   PO Box 520, Florence, MT  59833  273 – 6880 
University Liaison  Dan Pletscher   509 Arbor Dr, Missoula, MT 59802  543 – 4865 dan.pletscher@umontana.edu 
Newsletter Editor  Bev Orth Geoghegan 3130 Corlear Ave, Bronx, NY 10463         (406) 750 – 0149 orthbev@hotmail.com 
Newsletter Circulation Shirley Holden   2319 Valley Dr, Missoula, MT 59802  549 – 5706 
Web Site   Clare Kelly   2909 Highwood Dr, Missoula, MT 59803  251 – 7207   
Archivist   Shirley Holden   2319 Valley Dr, Missoula, MT 59802  549 – 5706 
Audubon Adventures Judy Bungarz   17579 Remount Road, Huson, MT 59846  626 – 5761 bungaiz@peoplepc.com 
Christmas Bird Count Larry Weeks   2428 W Kent Ave, Missoula, MT 59801  549 – 5632 bwsgenea@onlinemt.com 
Bird Hotline  Terry Toppins   1210 Tower, Missoula, MT 59804  721 – 9799 tertop@aol.com  
Past President  Jim Brown   1504 Woods Gulch Rd, Missoula, MT 59802 549 – 8052 woodsy@onewest.net 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
MONTANA AUDUBON  –     PO Box 595, Helena, MT 59624                  (406) 443-3949                             www.mtaudubon.org 
Executive Director:      Steve Hoffman         shoffman@mtaudubon.org                     Board President:                           Larry McEvoy          mcschmid@mcn.net   
Program Director:        Janet Ellis                jellis@mtaudubon.org                              Director of Education:     Paul Belanger        pbelanger@mtaudubon.org 
Office Manager:           Sandy McIntyre        sandymc@mtaudubon.org                      Global Warming Advisor:      Amy Cilimburg      amy@mtaudubon.org 
  
  
 
 
 

 
Five Valleys Audubon Society                                                     
PO Box 8425, Missoula, MT 59807            
http://www.fvamissoula.org 
 

 
    
 
 
                    
 
            TO: 
 
 
                                    
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

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

NON-PROFIT ORG. 
US POSTAGE 

PAID 
MISSOULA, MT 

59807 
PERMIT NO. 490 

 


