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Calendar of Events 
 
 Monday, February 2nd, 7:00pm: The next board 

meeting will be held at the Sunrise Coffee Shop, 
located at 1951 Kensington Ave in Missoula. (See 
map on website: sunrisecoffeeshop.com)  

 Monday, February 9th, 7:30pm: Join us to hear 
Denver Holt’s presentation about long-eared owls. 
The meeting will be held in the Gallagher Business 
Building, room L123 at UM. 

 Sunday, February 15th: Submission deadline for the 
March edition of the Birding Observer.  

 Saturday, February 21st: Bird walk at Lee Metcalf 
NWR from 10am-Noon. Meet the field trip leader at 
the Refuge Visitor’s Center. Beginning birders are 
welcome!  

 Saturday Feb 21st: Terry McEneaney will lead a field 
trip to the Mission Valley to observe wintering 
birds.  Meet at the NW corner of the Adams Center 
Parking Lot at UM for carpooling departing at 8am 
or meet at the parking lot of the Cenex Station in 
Ronan at 9am. The group will return to Missoula by 
5pm.  Dress appropriately and bring a lunch.  For 
more info call Terry Toppins at 214-1194. 

 Sunday March 22nd: Terry McEneaney will lead an 
all-day field trip to Freezout Wildlife Management 
Area near Choteau, to observe Snow Goose and 
Swan migration.  Meet in the NW corner of the 
Adams Center parking lot at UM for carpooling 
departing at 6am and may not return until 
dark.  Bring lunches and dress appropriately. 
(Freezout has been 
known to be windy.)   
For more info call Terry 
Toppins at 214-1194.  

 

 

Long-eared Owl 

Long-eared Owls in Western Montana  
 
On Monday, February 9th, Denver Holt of the Owl 
Research Institute (ORI) will present the latest 
information on Long-eared Owls. The meeting will be in 
room 123 (note the different location) at 7:30 pm in the 
Gallagher Business Building on the UM campus. Also, a 
recipient of last year’s Philip L. Wright Student Research 
awards will present her results at this meeting. 
 
The Long-eared Owl (Asio otus) is a year-round resident 
throughout Montana that feeds on small mammals in 
open country. As a top of the food chain predator, Long-
eared Owls are good indicators of grassland and 
rangeland health. After 28 years of research on Long-
eared Owls in western Montana, ORI has determined a 
clear downward trend in population numbers. Habitat 
change and loss are the most likely influences. 
 
Denver Holt, Founder and President of the Owl Research 
Institute, will discuss the status of Long-eared owls. A 
dedicated field researcher in North and Central America, 
Holt believes that long-term field studies are the primary 
means to understanding trends in natural history. In 
2000, he was named Montana's “Wildlife Biologist of the 
Year“, by the Wildlife Society of North America. 
 
Holt has been researching owls and their ecology since 
1978. He has published more than 90 papers and 
technical documents, including three species accounts 
for the Birds of North America project. He was also team 
leader for the Strigidae Family owl species accounts for 
The Handbook of the Birds of the World, vol. 5, covering 
189 species of the world’s owls.  
 
Also at this meeting, Sara Berk, a PhD candidate and 
Philip L. Wright Memorial Research Award recipient, will 
talk about "Consequences of nest-box placement for the 
post-fledging period and adult condition in Mountain 
Bluebirds." 

http://sunrisecoffeeshop.com/
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Peeps From The Board:  Accidental Birding in Inverness  
by Andrea Stierle

 
When we were invited to an international science conference in Inverness, Scotland, we were thrilled.  From a professional 
perspective, it was an honor to be invited to be the keynote lecturers for the conference.  From a personal perspective, 
Scotland has been on my “bucket-list” ever since I was ten years old and devoured the novels of Sir Walter Scott and cried 
over the plights of William Wallace, Mary Queen of Scots, and Bonnie Prince Charlie.  We expected the science to be 
cutting edge and we expected Inverness to be magical and our expectations were met – and exceeded - on both counts.  
What we did not expect was that the weather would be warmer and drier than what we left behind in Montana, that we 
would actually like haggis, and that we would see nine life birds in the middle of the city in the middle of November.   
 
We really hadn’t planned on birding.  Our itinerary was packed with conference related events and a side trip to Aberdeen 
University, so we committed the cardinal sin of devout birders – we did not always carry our binoculars with us and we 
did not have a Birder’s Guide to the UK. However we found the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 
(http://www.rspb.org.uk) was a great resource and provided the information we needed for identification. 
 
On our first morning walk from the hotel to the conference center we were greeted by two familiar voices – that of the 
English sparrow and the European starling.  We could enjoy both of these birds guilt-free, as this was THEIR turf. But we 
were greeted by other voices that were just on the verge of being recognizable.   
 
 
As we crossed the rushing River Ness on one of the old stone bridges that connect the two sides 
of the city, we heard a piping song that could only be an American Dipper.  We found the bird 
diving in the fast flowing river, behaving as one would expect – but sporting a very handsome 
white breast and chestnut belly band.   The European dipper (Cinclus cinclus gularis) is a 
subspecies of black-bellied dipper and is resident in the UK.  C. cinclus cinclus lacks the chestnut 
band and breeds in northern Europe. 

 
 
We did not need a Field Guide to guess the identity of the European Robin - Erithacus rubecula - or 
Robin as it is called in the UK.  It is a ubiquitous resident and sings cheerfully all year long.  It is the 
quintessential UK bird. It is a member of the family Turdidae like the distantly related American 
Robin, which was given its common name because of its red breast.  
 
 
 

We could not identify the next bird quite so readily. The Eurasian Goldfinch – Carduelis carduelis 
Britannica – looked like a bird one would expect in a more tropical locale this time of year.  Its 
stout bill, behavior and feeding habits certainly placed it in the finch family, but we could only 
identify this gorgeous little bird after consulting the RSPB website. Although some goldfinches 
migrate as far south as Spain in the winter, they are a year round resident of Scotland.  
 

 
The Chaffinch - Fringilla coelebs - was another colorful finch that we often found 
feeding under hedges and on the ground under birdfeeders.  Like the Eurasian finch, 
the Chaffinch provided bright flashes of unexpected color in trees whose bright autumn 
colors were fading to brown.  
  
 

http://www.rspb.org.uk/
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The two most common corvids found in the city this time of 
year are the all black Carrion crow - Corvus corone – and the 
handsomely marked Hooded crow – Corvus cornix.  The 
Hooded crow was originally considered a subspecies of 
Carrion crow, but is now considered a separate species.  
Carrion crows were often perched on the very tops of trees 
and called loudly to us as we passed by, while the Hooded 
crows strutted along on the ground, boldly eying pedestrians. 
 

 
We visited Culloden Moor, a vast gorse lined moor that was the site of the great Battle of 1746 that marked the end of 
Bonnie Prince Charlie’s attempt to wrest the throne from the English.  Although not in the city proper, it is only a few miles 
from Inverness.  There we saw a very noisy wren – the Eurasian Wren – Troglodytes troglodytes, that we thought was a 
Winter wren.  Until 2010, these birds were grouped into the same species but have since been separated into two different 
species. We also found large flocks of the third corvid of our trip, the Jackdaw - Corvus monedula spermologus, and a 
single Pink-footed goose - Anser brachyrhynchus. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

We met several birders who invited us back for some real birding during spring or fall migration. As one would hope in 
visiting a bucket-list country, we left part of our hearts in the Highlands. 
 
HELL0 AGAIN, BIRD NERDS   
By Jerry Dirnberger 
 

 
This month’s question and answer about how to tell ganders from geese was a result of me 
being interested in the natural world so I researched the issue but it was myself who decided 
to print it. If you have not, you should read about Lyo-lyok, a white-fronted goose, in T. H. 
White’s the Once and Future King (chapters 18-19) or the Book of Merlyn (chapters 12-15). 
You will be delighted!! 
 
More than once in my life, I have visited ponds in wildlife refuges, in which thousands of snow 

geese were hanging out. I would often notice about half being quiet, while the others were 

communicating noisily. One day I had an Aha-moment! I bet the quiet ones are …sure enough, you guessed it …the males! 

And even the expert(s) agree with me: http://birding.about.com/od/birdprofiles/a/15-Fun-Facts-About-Ducks.htm  

It is an amazing experience to stand next to a pond in which tens of thousands of geese are swimming and communicating 
louder and louder. Eventually, they lift off in a massive wave, crossing above the water and rising up higher and higher to 
cover the sky. You should add it to your bucket list. 

http://birding.about.com/od/birdprofiles/a/15-Fun-Facts-About-Ducks.htm
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 Missoula Christmas Bird Count by Larry Weeks 
 
The Missoula Christmas Bird Count was held on Saturday, December 20, 2014.  Eighty-three species were documented on 
Count Day and 3 additional species were seen during Count Week.  This is the fourth consecutive year that we have been 
in the eighties.  Jim Brown's group had the only northern pintails and Virginia rail.  Jim also had 4 short-eared owls in an 
uncut hay field in Grass Valley.  Poody and Joe Regan had the only northern shovelers and pine grosbeaks on Kelly Island.  
The Kelly Island group also had a rusty blackbird and one of three northern saw-whet owls.  Robin Anderson's group, which 
covered the University and Greenough Park, had the only northern goshawk.  Sue Reel and Dick Hutto covered Sleven's 
Island and had the only ruby-crowned kinglet and ruffed grouse, and a northern saw-whet owl.  Brian Williams hiked 6 
miles up the Stewart Peak trail and had the only gray jays, golden-crowned kinglets, and an American 3-toed woodpecker.  
Cathy Ream and Sandy Boehmler had the only western screech-owl and common redpolls up LaValle Creek.  Denver Holt 
had his usual list of owls west of the airport; 7 great horned, 18 long-eared, 1 short eared, and 1 northern saw-whet.  
Thomas Kallmeyer had the only northern pygmy owls up Butler Creek.  Paul Loehnen's group, who birded Council Grove 
and the Kona Ranch, had a second rusty blackbird.  Joy Earls had the only gray partridge near Snowdrift Court.  The author 
had the only Pacific wrens up Grant Creek.  The feeder watchers also contributed to the species list.  Beth Loehnen had 
the only chestnut-backed chickadees and Kay Lambert had the only white-crowned sparrows and Cassin's finches.  Count 
Week birds included a chipping sparrow that came to Lou Bruno's feeder on North Ave. and a rose-breasted grosbeak that 
came to Sally Hickman's suet on Eldora Lane.  The same blue jay was reported by Eric Fevold, Sue Reel and Scott Hampton 
in the Rattlesnake.  Other group leaders included Norm Smyers (Tower St. Open Space/State Nursery), Jim Sparks (Upper 
Clark Fork/Kim Williams trail), Paul Hendricks (Marshall Canyon/Woods Gulch), Terry Toppins (Maclay/Big Flats), Rose 
Leach (Mullan Rd.), and Zona Lindemann & Virginia Vincent (Orchard Homes/Target Range).  There were 93 participants 
in the field, which was a record for the Missoula Count, plus 14 feeder watchers which were not involved in the field 
Count.  Total birds for the Count was 8099.  The feeder watchers had 39 species and 1020 birds.  The Count concluded 
with a potluck dinner at the author's home.  My thanks to all of the participants. 
 

Missoula Christmas Bird Count 2014 
great blue heron (34) Eurasian-collared dove (218) marsh wren (2) 

Canada goose (434) mourning dove (37) American dipper (6) 

Green-winged teal (63) western screech-owl (1) Golden-crowned kinglet (6) 

Mallard (948) great horned owl (11) Ruby-crowned kinglet (1) 

northern pintail (3) northern pygmy-owl (2) Townsend's solitaire (23) 

northern shoveler (3) Long-eared owl (18) American robin (71) 

American wigeon (11) Short-eared owl (5) Bohemian waxwing (123) 

common goldeneye (190) northern saw-whet owl (3) cedar waxwing (542) 

Barrow's goldeneye (11) belted kingfisher (25) northern shrike (13) 

Bufflehead (9) downy woodpecker (56) European starling (114) 

hooded merganser CW hairy woodpecker (28) spotted towhee (4) 

common merganser (30) Three-toed woodpecker (1) American tree sparrow (19) 

bald eagle (33) northern flicker (211) chipping sparrow CW 

northern harrier (9) pileated woodpecker (19) song sparrow (56) 

Sharp-shinned hawk (13) gray jay (3) White-crowned sparrow (2) 

Cooper's hawk (5) Steller's jay (23) Rose-breasted grosbeak CW 

northern goshawk (1) blue jay (1) Dark-eyed junco (174) 

Red-tailed hawk (75) Clark's nutcracker (13) Red-winged blackbird (194) 

Rough-legged hawk (23) Black-billed magpie (405) rusty blackbird (2) 

American kestrel (6) American crow (205) pine grosbeak (17) 

Merlin (2) common raven (156) Cassin's finch (5) 

Virginia rail (1) Black-capped chickadee (499) house finch (483) 

gray partridge (9) mountain chickadee (49) red crossbill (242) 

Ring-necked pheasant (22) Chestnut-backed chickadee (2) common redpoll (30) 

ruffed grouse (1) Red-breasted nuthatch (498) pine siskin (125) 

wild turkey (36) White-breasted nuthatch (36) American goldfinch (158) 

Killdeer (12) pygmy nuthatch (56) evening grosbeak (21) 

Wilson's snipe (6) brown creeper (14) house sparrow (431) 

rock pigeon (467) pacific wren (2)  

  83 species          8099 total birds 
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6 Steps to turn your yard into a Sanctuary for Birds 
Originally published by Wild Bird Feeding Industry 2004 
 
Birds need your help! Populations of many kinds of birds are declining. Habitat loss and degradation, disease, collisions 
with man-made structures and a host of other factors contribute to these declines. You can help by turning your yard into 
a sanctuary for birds. 

 
Here are six steps you can take to make the future brighter for birds:  
 
1. Put out the welcome mat: Habitat loss is the biggest challenge facing birds. 
You can help by making your neighborhood more attractive to birds by 
landscaping with native plants that provide natural food sources, shelter from 
the elements and predators, and nesting sites. Providing feeders, nest boxes 
and water also benefits birds. To learn how, stop by your local wild bird food 
retailer. 
 

2. Prepare a proper menu: Providing the appropriate foods year round will attract more birds to your yard and help ensure 
that they have a safe and nutritious diet. Refill feeders regularly with food desired by birds in your area. To pick the best 
menu, stop by your local wild bird food retailer. 
 
3. Keep feed and feeding areas clean: To help reduce the possibility of disease transmission in birds, clean feeders and 
feeding areas at least once a month. Plastic and metal feeders can go in the dishwasher, or rinse these and other styles 
with a 10% solution of bleach and warm water. Scrub birdbaths with a brush and replace water every three to five days 
to discourage mosquito reproduction. Rake up and dispose of seed hulls under feeders. Moving feeders periodically helps 
prevent the buildup of waste on the ground. Keep seed and foods dry; discard food that smells musty, is wet or looks 
moldy. Hummingbird feeders should be cleaned every three to five days, or every other day in warm weather. It’s good 
hygiene to wash your hands after filling or cleaning feeders. 
 
4. Birds and chemicals don’t mix: Many pesticides, herbicides and fungicides are toxic to birds; avoid using these near 
areas where birds feed, bathe or rest. Always follow directions provided by chemical manufacturers. For additional 
information visit your wild bird food retailer. 
 
5. Keep cats away from birds: Scientists estimate that cats probably kill 
hundreds of millions of birds each year in the U.S. This is a big problem, 
but it’s easy to fix. Many people who enjoy feeding birds also love cats. 
The best solution is to keep cats indoors. They will lead longer, healthier 
lives, and your yard will be safer for birds. Install feeders in areas not 
readily accessible to cats or install fences or other barriers to help keep stray cats from feeder areas. Collar bells, de-
clawing and keeping cats well fed will not solve the problem.  
 
6. Reduce window collisions: Collisions with glass windows kill millions of wild birds every year. Depending on their size 
and location, some windows reflect the sky or vegetation, and birds are fooled into thinking they can fly through them. To 
eliminate this problem identify windows that cause collisions (typically larger, reflective windows, those near the ground, 
or those that “look through” the house). Attaching decorative decals or other decorations to the outside surface of the 
glass can reduce reflections. Feeder birds fleeing predators are vulnerable to window collisions. If this is happening at your 
house, consider moving feeders within three feet of the windows so that birds cannot accelerate to injury level speeds 
while flying away. Problem windows can be covered with a screen so that birds bounce off, rather than hit the glass. 
 
The information contained here is designed to assist birding enthusiasts in their efforts to attract a variety of birds to their 
property, as well as to serve as a guide to providing a healthy environment. WBFI and its member companies hope you 
find this information helpful in creating your own wild bird sanctuary, and wish you many years of happy viewing! 
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   Field Trips  
 June 5-7, 2015        
  

 
It’s not too early to begin planning your summer activities. During winter, when birds are sparse, it’s easy to dream of long 
summer days and abundant birds. Where you will find plenty is in the beautiful Helena Valley and surrounding areas.  
Come join us for Montana Audubon’s Annual Bird Festival, this year co-hosted by Last Chance Audubon Society, June 5 
- 7 at the Colonial Inn in Helena. 
 
As for field trips we have close to 20 planned for each day! — guided by knowledgeable birders and naturalists familiar 
with the species and their habitats in the Helena area. Here is just a brief sampling of some of those trips to contemplate 
as you anticipate the upcoming Bird Festival: 
 
Canyon Ferry WMA 
This trip will explore mostly riparian and pond-type habitats adjacent to the Missouri River, and impoundments along 
Canyon Ferry Wildlife Management Area.  It includes grassland, shrubs, agriculture and cottonwood bottomlands.  Ponds 
include large breeding colonies of White Pelicans and several gull species.  Caspian Terns may also be seen in one area, 
and Sandhill Cranes are common throughout.  Many waterfowl species can be observed, along with grassland sparrows, 
swallows, orioles, and many marsh birds, and other common riparian and water-associated species. 
 
Little Prickly Pear Creek 
This trip will follow Little Prickly Pear Creek north of Helena from the Canyon Creek store downstream most of the way to 
the Sieben exit on I-15.  The riparian area is always within view, and willows dominate at the start of the trip, giving way 
to cottonwoods at the end.  The trip starts in irrigated bottomlands where Bobolinks, Wilson’s Snipes, Sandhill Cranes and 
Wilson’s Phalaropes may be expected.  Moving into the canyon, which has shrubby and coniferous uplands, expect to see 
Willow and Dusky Flycatchers, Spotted Towhees, Lazuli Bunting, Gray Catbirds, Lark Sparrows, Bullock’s Orioles and Rock 
Wrens.  Species which have been seen here include Veery, Green-tailed Towhee, Yellow-breasted Chat, Pileated and 
Lewis’s woodpeckers.  The lower end of the trip is a wonderful aspen grove, and Red-tailed Hawks, Northern Flickers, Red-
naped Sapsuckers, Least Flycatchers and House Wrens may be seen here. 
 

Little Blackfoot and Minnehaha Creeks 
This trip will begin along the Little Blackfoot River near Elliston, proceed up Telegraph Creek, 
over the Continental Divide and down into Minnehaha Creek.  Extensive willow bottoms mark 
the start of the trip giving way to irrigated pastures and then a trip through aspens and various 
life zones of coniferous forests when moving over the Divide.  Expect to see Willow, Dusky and 
Hammond’s Flycatchers; Northern Waterthrush; Song, Lincoln’s, White-crowned, and Chipping 
sparrows; Wilson’s, Orange-crowned and 
MacGillivray’s warblers are possible, as is the 
Cassin’s Vireo and Steller’s Jay.  On top, look for 
Clark’s Nutcrackers, Dark-eyed Juncos, and 
Mountain Bluebirds.  With luck, we will see 
expansive fields of beargrass in full bloom. 
 

Keep watch in early March:  Festival Brochures with all field trip information 
and schedules will be in the mail and the online system for registration will 
be active.  
 
For more information please contact Montana Audubon Bird Festival 
Coordinator, Cathie Erickson, at cerickson@mtaudubon.org  or  
(406) 443-3949.  

Attention: 
Board Announcement 

 
A nominating committee consisting of 
Larry Weeks, Chairman, Andrea Stierle 
and Ed Monnig was formed at the 
January Board meeting.  The 
committee will be looking for 
candidates to fill the positions of Vice-
President, Treasurer and two Directors. 
Elections will be held during the March 
program meeting.  

mailto:cerickson@mtaudubon.org
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Ken Wolff, In Memoriam (1947-2014) 
 
Ken Wolff, a native Montanan and friend of birds and birders, died at his 
home in Darby on December 23, 2014. He served six years in the Marine 
Corps, including two tours in Vietnam where he was a helicopter door-
gunner. Ken was also a craftsman, working with antlers to make things 
like cribbage boards and belt buckles, and crafting furniture from 
reclaimed wood. 
 
But birders will remember Ken as the founder of the Grounded Eagle Foundation, a wild bird rehabilitation facility in the 
Swan Valley, where he treated thousands of injured birds (mostly raptors, and particularly eagles) and, when possible, 
released them back into the wild. Raptors with injuries precluding their release joined his traveling show-and-tell 
educational programs all over Montana. He operated his Grounded Eagle Foundation from 1988 until 2009 when failing 
health forced its closure and his move to Darby. 
 
During those 20 years Ken Wolff also wrote and published the "Raptor Room News" to share his observations and stories 
of bird life with GEF supporters. A stop at GEF to meet the curmudgeonly Ken and his raptors was always a treat on Five 
Valleys Audubon field trips to the Swan. 

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 

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 

Welcome New Members 
 

    Audrie Allyn         Vicki Correia            Susan Goss    Elvis Gray       Molly Morrison  Kendra Sawitzky 
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PO Box 8425, Missoula, MT 59807            
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