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May 2020 

              Birding Observer 

     

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

 
Calendar  
 
All Chapter-sponsored meetings at the University and 
Chapter-sponsored field trips are canceled for May.  We 
will reschedule our planned speakers and trips as soon as 
it is safe and appropriate to do so.    
 
Board Meetings are also canceled. We are conducting 
business online. If there are matters you would like to 
bring to the Board’s attention, please email us. The 
directory is listed on the backpage.    
 

 

 

A New Fishing Access Site  
By Rose Leach 
 
The Five Valleys Audubon Society submitted supporting 
comments and a financial donation for the purchase of 
approximately 97 acres of private land along the West 
Fork of the Bitterroot River in Ravalli County, for the 
creation of the C. Ben White Memorial Fishing Access Site 
(FAS).  The habitat at the site includes priceless and 
limited riparian Cottonwood Forest and associated 
riverine habitats, as well as adjacent upland old growth 
Ponderosa Pine and grass-forb areas.  We are proud to 
leverage our conservation dollars, working with various 
partners throughout the Missoula and Ravalli areas. 
 

 
 

Future Monthly Meeting Presentations of  

The Five Valleys Audubon Society 

Is there a topic that interests you? 
Is there a person you know who could present? 

Please tell us by contacting Andrea:   
406-728-6419 or andrea.stierle@mso.umt.edu. 

Hi Friends,  

Did you receive this newsletter via email when you 

usually receive a hard copy? For this month (we hope 

it’s only this month) the newsletter will be sent solely 

via email due to the coronavirus. For members who 

receive a hard copy AND have provided an email 

address, I have switched your delivery for this month. 

Next month you should again receive a newsletter hard 

copy, if that’s your preference. Thank you for your 

understanding.  

 Poody McLaughlin, Membership Chair, 

poodymc@gmail.com 

mailto:andrea.stierle@mso.umt.edu
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Peeps from Your Treasurer 
By Jean Duncan 
 
Here’s the run down on the financial condition Five Valleys 
Audubon Society (FVAS) as of the end of 2019.  
 
Our operating income for the year was $18,053, with 
expenses of $11,479. The operations net of $6,574 was put 
into our Habitat Conservation Fund. FVAS investments 
gained over $20,000 during 2019, which was phenomenal, 
but market conditions this year are not so friendly.  

 
In 2019 FVAS donated total of 
$4,837 to the following groups: 
MT Audubon Society, The Owl 
Institute, Raptors of the Rockies, 
Raptorview, Montana Bird 
Advocacy, Wild Skies Raptor 
Center and Audubon Adventure 
Kits for Missoula area classrooms. 

In addition, FVAS contributed $1,500 towards a landscape 
proposal for the future Fort Missoula Natural Area. 
 
A big thanks to all who contributed to the 2019 Birdathon. 
Your support of the Birdathon brought in $9,706!  
 
At the end of 2019 FVAS had assets of $162,429 of which 
$92,207 is in the Phil L. Wright Endowment. In 2019 $1,300 
was donated specifically to the Endowment. This 
endowment provides scholarships for UM student’s bird 
related research projects. In 2019 $2,100 was awarded.  
 
With the ‘shelter in place’ order that canceled birding field 
trips this spring, I am especially grateful to FVAS for its role 
in expanding the exciting birding opportunities to explore 
close to home. While  birding alone isn’t as much fun as on 
field trips, I’ve frequented Maclay Flats, Council Grove 
State Park, Waterworks Hill/ North Hills trails, the Knife 
River Gravel pit ponds extending my walk behind Fort 
Missoula to Sleven’s Island, Kim Williams Trail, Pattee 
Canyon Recreation Area, Tower Street trails, Blue 
Mountain Recreation Area and the Rattlesnake trails for 
excellent birding. I haven’t hit the Barmeyer Trail yet this 
spring but it would also offer good birding. It has been a 
‘singful’ spring in Missoula! 
 
Questions, comments? Please direct to Jean Duncan, 
Treasurer, at treasurer@FVAudubon.org.   
 
 
 

Montana Audubon Update: 2020 Wings 
Across the Big Sky Bird Festival Cancelled 
 
Due to COVID-19 concerns, Montana Audubon has made 
the difficult decision to cancel this year’s Wings Across 
the Big Sky Bird Festival in Lewistown.  Though we are 
saddened by this development, the safety and health of 
our supporters, volunteers, and staff is of utmost 
importance during these unprecedented times.  We are, 
however, leaning forward and looking toward the future.  
We have booked this unique event for June 4th-6th of 
2021 to be headquartered at The Yogo Inn in the City of 
Lewistown.  Please mark your calendars and stay tuned, 
as more information becomes available.   

 
If you would like to make a tax-
deductible contribution to Montana 
Audubon during this difficult 
pandemic, which will empower us to 
continue our conservation mission, 
please visit our website at 
www.mtaudubon.org/support.  
Take care and thank you!  
 

 
 

Attention Young Artists 
 
Do you have a young artist 
wanting to channel their 
free time creatively?  Mass 
Audubon’s Museum of 
American Bird Art has 
announced their 5th 
annual juried youth bird 
art exhibition for 
participants, ages 4-18.  
The show, called “Taking 
Flight” will be on display at 
the Museum of American 
Bird Art.  They hope it will 
foster the next generation 
of artists who love birds 
and wildlife.  This year’s theme is “Your favorite bird, or 
what birds mean to you,” and most non-digital mediums 
are allowed. They be taking submissions until June 
15th 2020. The show will be up in the museum in the fall. 
Details can be found at their website and Facebook event.  
Also, you can contact Daniel Boudreau, Youth Education 
Coordinator, Museum of American Bird Art at 
dboudreau@massaudubon.org. 
 

  

mailto:treasurer@FVAudubon.org
http://www.mtaudubon.org/support
https://www.massaudubon.org/learn/museum-of-american-bird-art/exhibitions/youth-art-exhibit/details-rules
https://www.facebook.com/events/297507461205392/
mailto:dboudreau@massaudubon.org
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Backyard Birding - Love in the Time of Corona 
By Andrea Stierle 
 
One of the silver linings in these days of social distancing 
and isolation, is their coincidence with the gradual return 
of Spring.  Longer, warmer days, more light, budding trees, 
emerging flowers, and the profusion of birds in our forests, 
wetlands, grasslands, and in our own backyards, lift the 
spirit and remind us that nature is still there for us.  
 
Don and I have had a few carefully timed birding ventures, 
observing social distancing.  Mount Jumbo and 
Rattlesnake Creek are but a few blocks from our house and 
always provide beautiful views, wonderful wildlife 
encounters, and an improved state of mind. The real treat 
for us, however, has been the abundance of birds in our 
front and backyards.  We find ourselves glued to our 
windows each morning, excitedly pointing out each new 
bird, and trying to take adequate photos with our little 
Coolpix “point and shoot” camera. I have posted many of 
these sightings on eBird and on Facebook on the Montana 
Birding sight. Many of these birds are nesting in our nest 
boxes, shrubs and trees, with all of the accompanying 
mating behaviors. Here is a brief synopsis of avian visitors 
in the Time of Corona. 
 

 March 2nd: We had 
seven Steller’s Jays 
and two Blue jays visit 
our backyard, keeping 
our pairs of Pileated, 
Downy and Hairy 
Woodpeckers 
company. The next 
morning this raucous 
crowd was joined by 
27 Evening Grosbeaks 
that dropped by for a 
visit, depleted our bird feeders, and moved on.   

 March 4th: We were invaded by an unusually large 
number (42) of Dark-Eyed Juncos (Oregon) digging 
through leaf litter in our yard. The next day that number 
had doubled.  I had almost forgotten how rich and 
beautiful their trills and songs are, and with so many 
males singing at once, the dawn chorus lasted well into 
midday. We also had our first ever White-breasted 
Nuthatches (2) visit our yard–the first we have seen.  

 March 16th: Although Don and I are trying to practice 
social distancing our backyard birds did not get the 
message. The Dark-Eyed Juncos are still here this 
morning, along 8 Northern Flickers, the 2 Pileated, 2 
Downy, and 2 Hairy woodpeckers, 3 Song Sparrows 
claiming territories, 4 Steller’s Jays, 2 Blue Jays and an 
assortment of Robins, House Wrens, Black-capped 

Chickadees and House Finches. Our front yard is almost 
as busy as our roving gang of Wild Turkeys (27-37) stroll 
through periodically, and a pair of Magpies consider 
nesting in our Hawthorne tree again this year.  

 March 20th: Our large flock of Dark-eyed Juncos is still 
with us and their beautiful trills and songs harmonize 
with the Song sparrows darting around the yard and 
Bohemian waxwings flying overhead. And so many 
Robins – we had six males basking in the sunset in our 
aspen tree last evening – their breasts burnished in the 
evening sun. Don got a great picture of the 2 Pileated 
woodpeckers enjoying our suet, which they continue to 
share with the rest of the woodpeckers, jays and 
magpies. The Northern Flickers divide their time 
between our suet feeder and the ground.  They are 
drilling into our lawn, creating small holes and 
effectively aerating our lawn. 

 March 29th: We still have more than 60 Dark-eyed 
Juncos, a pair of Townsend's Solitaires, Black-capped 
Chickadees, House Finches, and numerous Robins. A 
single Pine Grosbeak has been hanging out, eating last 
year’s crabapples from the trees. Today he was joined 
by 12 compatriots who stripped the remaining 
crabapples before moving on. Our pair of Black-billed 
magpies decided to build their nest in our neighbor’s 
tree this year rather than in our Hawthorn.  We are a 
little disappointed but we still get to watch the activity 
from a slightly less noisy distance! 

 April 11th: We walked up Rattlesnake Creek Trail and 
enjoyed a noisy collection of Dark-eyed Juncos, Black- 
capped Chickadees, and American Dippers. But the real 
surprise awaited us when we got back home. We saw a 
Wilson's Snipe perched 
on a rock by our 
driveway. Amazing! We 
live in a neighborhood 
up past Ten Spoons 
Winery - not Snipe 
country. But perhaps 
with the quarantine in 
place, the Easter Snipe is 
replacing the Bunny. 

 April 15th: We added a 
new species to our 
backyard bird sanctuary - a 
single White-crowned Sparrow.  
We also had two Turkey Vultures fly over the yard.  

 April 20th: We had a female Red-winged Blackbird at 
our feeder today and our FOY Calliope Hummingbird! 

 April 21st: Three American Goldfinches greeted us this 
morning two females and a male.  

 
We look forward to what the birds have in store for us for 
Earth Day tomorrow.  The birds – and nature – have been 
there for us.  May we strive to be there for them! 

Pileated Woodpecker 

Wilson's Snipe 
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Birding in the Digital Age 
By Jacob Glass 
 
North America’s spring migrations are afoot, but currently 
many birders are not able to access the fields, forests, and 
waters for welcomed familiars. So what is the housebound 
avi-obsessed to do? One novel option is to search virtually 
for birds, in practically every corner of the world, using 
the Street View feature in Google Maps.  
 
As many already know, Google has been sending out 
vehicles and people since the late 2000s to capture 
ground-level images from public roads and trails. Those 
images are stitched together to create an interactive 
panorama that allows computer users to pan and zoom 
the world over. As birds occupy nearly all habitats, it 
follows naturally that they would make candid 
appearances in this mapping technology. 
 
Nicholas Lund, a regular contributor to Audubon 
Magazine, experienced his first successes using the 
platform with Laughing Gulls in Florida and a Great Egret 
in Texas. He then went on to create the “Google Street 
View Birding” Facebook group, an online social space 
where members post screenshots of birds they locate 
through the software. The finds are organized on a 
continuously updated Google Spreadsheet, which 
tabulates the specifics of finder, species identification, 
date & time of post, and the geographic coordinate.  
 
As of April 2020, the group boasts 3800+ members and has 
identified more than 1100 species of birds, both big and 
small. Enthusiasts have spotted both the California and 
Andean Condors. Also, someone’s meticulous scrutiny 
contributed a Rufous Hummingbird, seen above trees in 
Alaska, to the group’s collective Life List.  
 

 
These efforts can take painstaking concentration. Google 
has already accumulated 10 million miles of mapped 
streets and trails across more than 80 countries. 
Additionally, the birds often appear as vague color blocks, 
and zooming in does not enhance the resolution. 
However, field birders regularly face mosquitos, 
temperature extremes, and sometimes frighteningly early 
meet up times; so, I imagine that our eagerness to spot and 
ID birds can overcome any digital travails. 
 
As spring proceeds, I hope that the singing of our returning 
birds offers a minor salve to the anxiety of the stark 
uncertainties in the world. We are discovering interesting 
ways to cope with the new normal of our lives. Poking 
around our neighborhoods and favorite birding locals via 
Google Street View can be a fun distraction and spark that 
well-known excitement when we happen upon a bird, 
even if it’s only virtual. 
 

Goldeneyes  
By Phil Gardner 
 

A very strange spring has sprung in 
2020, but the Goldeneyes are 
oblivious. And what a blessing that 
is. Once again, these unique ducks 
have descended on many Montana 
lakes for their summer home.  
 

The Goldeneyes are a constant source of entertainment 
and joy. Their majestic mating ritual includes as many as 
14 courtship moves, with names like “masthead,” 
“bowsprit,” and “head throw kick,” in which the male 
bends his head back to touch his rump, then thrusts 
forward and kicks up water with his feet. The resulting 
brood of ducklings can number into the teens. They can 
be heard throughout the seasons communicating with 
“honks” and are unique for the high-pitched whistling 
sound created by their wingbeats.  
 
While they may sound the same, not all Goldeneyes are 
alike. You will probably need binoculars, but see if you 
can identify the two different species of Goldeneyes: 
Barrow’s (Bucephela islandica) and Common (Bucephela 
clangula). The main distinguishing feature is that the male 
Common Goldeneye has a dark greenish head, with a 
round white spot in front of its characteristic golden eyes. 
The Barrow’s Goldeneye, on the other hand, has a dark 
purplish head, with a comma-shaped or boomerang-
shaped spot in front of its eyes. Another feature that 
distinguishes the two species is coloring on the wing. The 
wing of a male Barrow’s Goldeneye looks like piano keys   
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tucked against its torso, whereas 
the wing of a male Common 
Goldeneye is much more white-
dominant, with narrow slivers of 
black. Finally, the head shape 
distinguishes the two species. The 
Barrow’s Goldeneye has a vertical 
forehead and the Common 
Goldeneye has a sloped forehead.  
 
The breeding habitat for 
Goldeneyes are found in the lakes 
and rivers of boreal forests across 
Canada, the northern United 
States, Scandinavia, the Baltic 
States, and northern Russia, 
where they nest in cavities of 
large trees. They are migratory 
and most winter in protected 
coastal waters or open inland 
waters at more temperate latitudes. Female Goldeneyes 
are especially known to return to the nest of their 
birthplace. They will return to the same nest year after 
year. The beautiful word philopatry (love of home) 
describes this behavior.1  
 
The Goldeneye and other cavity dwellers are grateful to 
their woodpecker friends for creating their homes. The 
Goldeneyes are particularly dependent on the Pileated 
Woodpecker. (Paul Bannick wrote an excellent book, The 
Owl and the Woodpecker, describing this symbiosis.)  
 
The average Goldeneye clutch size is six to 12 eggs. 
However, Goldeneyes practice egg dumping and other 
forms of parasitism. Goldeneyes have been known to lay 
their eggs not only in other Goldeneye nests, but also in 
Hooded Merganser nests. Some female Goldeneyes will 
unload their chicks to the care of another female. This is 
why we sometimes witness a lineup of as many as 20 
ducklings behind one female. A mixed brood is also 
known as a crèche. Goldeneye ducklings are precocial, or 
nidifugous, which means they leave the nest shortly after 
birth. Since Goldeneyes are not able to fly until they are 
roughly two months old, the down covered babies 
bravely leap from their tree cavities 40 feet above ground 
and float like a fallen leaf to the ground, following the 
soft honks of the mother. There are many natural 
goldeneye predators, including owls, hawks, eagles, 
ravens, and heron strike from above; mink, marten, 
raccoon, bobcats, lynx, mountain lion, fox, coyote and 
bear attack from the shore.  
 

                                                           
1 The Condor 91:198-203 0 The Cooper Ornithological Society 1989 

Goldeneyes eat mainly aquatic invertebrates. Their diet 
changes sharply throughout the year. During breeding 
season, they feed heavily on insect larvae, especially of 
damselfly, dragonfly, mayfly, caddisfly, water boatman, 
and backswimmer species. They also take isopods, 
amphipods, fish eggs, and crayfish. When diving to 
forage, they often dislodge small rocks in pursuit of prey. 
Vegetation makes up less than one-fifth of their summer 
diet. There are generally two types of ducks—dabbling 
and diving—and Goldeneyes are clearly in the latter 
group. Goldeneyes can dive 20 feet underwater to hunt 
for food, and they prefer to dive to escape a threat rather 
than fly. Divers' legs are set farther back on their bodies, 
and their feet are much larger and have a lobed hind toe. 
These adaptations help propel them underwater. Divers 
like Goldeneyes have small wings relative to body weight 
and fly faster, but must remain in open water with 
sufficient runway space because they lack the ability to 
land on a dime and must run along the water surface to 
become airborne. Dabblers, on the other hand, depend 
on shallow water so they can feed without completely 
immersing. They have large wings relative to body weight 
and fly slowly, which enables them to drop into small 
areas with precision. They can also take off vertically.  
 
What makes a happy summer home for Goldeneyes? As 
you can see, there are multiple reasons. First, a deep lake 
with few shallow areas, making an ideal lake for divers 
such as Goldeneyes. Second, a boreal forest containing a 
healthy population of pileated woodpeckers. Third, a lake 
teeming with an excellent food source including 
crustaceans, insects, plant life, and fish.
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Welcome New Members  
 

Christine Oakenshield John Robinson  
Dolores J. Seielstad Robin Paul Silverstein  
Cinda Sweeney Karen Wallace  
Meredith Webster Don Winston   
Bob Andress Lisa Autio  
John Battaglia Doug Booker  
Nancy Brown Shirley & Les Cabot  
Phil Condon Jerry & Carey Conover 
Nancy Cooper Danette Devos  
Susan Downey Dave Goodhart  
W. Scott Hampton Peter Hickman  
Jennifer Hisatomi Valentijn Hoff 
John Holbrook Jacqueline Kiner  
Kay Lambert Claudia Larance  
Ethan Marston 
 

   

Five Valleys Audubon Society Membership Application 
 

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

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

 

 

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

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

Name: ______________________________________________________________  Phone: ____________________________________________ 

 

Address: ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

City: _____________________________________________  State: _______________ Zip: _____________________________________________ 

 

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

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

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

 

 

http://fvaudubon.org/join
https://action.audubon.org/donate/chapter-membership?chapter=N53
http://mtaudubon.org/
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