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October 2019 

              Birding Observer 

     

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

 Monday, October 7th, 6:00-9:00pm: The FVAS 
board meeting will be held at the home of Rose 
Leach, located at 4600 Edgewood Drive, just past 
East Missoula and before the turn to Marshall Ski 
area.  A potluck dinner will take place from 6-7pm, 
followed by the board meeting from 7-9pm.   

 Monday, October 14th, 7:00-9:00pm: Wildlife 
researcher, Mat Seidensticker will give a 
presentation on moths at our October meeting, in 
room 123 of the Gallagher Business Building on the 
UM campus.   

 Tuesday, October 15th: The deadline for the 
November 2019 edition of the Birding Observer.     

 Saturday, October 19th: Beginning bird walk at the 
Lee Metcalf NWR from 10:00 am-Noon. Meet field 
trip leader at the Refuge Visitor's Center. Please 
note that the Visitor's Center is not open on 
weekends, but there is an accessible outhouse 
available at the 
Wildlife 
Viewing Area.  

 Sunday, 
October 27th:  
All-day field trip to 
Brown's Lake to look 
for loons and scoters.  Meet at 8:50 am 
in the northwest corner of the Adams Center 
parking lot.  The field trip will involve very little 
hiking but standing outside the cars at Brown's Lake 
can be windy and cold. 

 Saturday, November 2nd: All-day field trip to the 
Lee Metcalf NWR.  Meet at 8:50 am in the 
northwest corner of the Adams Center parking lot.  
This field trip will involve about 2 miles of hiking on 
fairly level trails.  Dress in layers.  No bathrooms are 
available near the ponds by the office, but there 
are outhouses available during the afternoon walk 
in the forested portion of the wildlife viewing area.   

 

 
 
What About Moths?  
 
Moths represent one of the most diverse insect groups 
on the planet, outnumbering butterflies approximately 9-
to-1, and exhibiting myriad characteristics in size, shape, 
color, and wing-patterning. Considered the most speciose 
insect lineage adapted to depend on living plants during 
their life cycles, moths serve ubiquitous roles as 
herbivores, pollinators, and prey in terrestrial ecosystems 
and food webs. Yet, the natural history of many moth 
species remains little known. 
 
Join us on Monday, October 14th to hear wildlife 
researcher, Mat Seidensticker, discuss a variety of moth 
topics during his presentation: About Moths.  Mat will 
highlight interesting moth natural history, how “mothing” 
and “birding” are similar, and discuss challenges moths 
face. He will also talk about the importance of moths in 
the diet of winged nocturnal insectivores like bats, 
common poorwills and nighthawks, and Flammulated 
Owls on MPG Ranch in the Bitterroot Valley.  
 
Mat earned degrees in Wildlife Biology (BS) and 
Environmental Studies (MS) degrees from the University 
of Montana. After graduation in 2000, Mat worked over a 
decade with the Owl Research Institute conducting field 
studies on Snowy, Long-eared, Saw-whet, Flammulated, 
Pygmy, and Northern Hawk Owls in Alaska and Montana. 
Since 2015, he has worked with Kate Stone and other 
avian science team members at MPG Ranch conducting 
research on Common Poorwills and Nighthawks, 
Flammulated Owls, Saw-whet Owls, Lewis’s 
Woodpeckers, and moths. Mat is currently Executive 
Director of Northern Rockies Research & Educational 
Services, a non-profit he recently established to serve a 
mission of advancing scientific research and monitoring 
of moths, insects, and birds in the Missoula and 
Bitterroot Valleys and beyond.  
 
The meeting will be held at 7:00pm in room 123 of the 
Gallagher Business Building on the UM campus. 



2 
 

Thanks from the Wings Over Water (WOW) Program! 
By Erick Greene, University of Montana & the Montana 
Natural History Center 
 

WOW! Thanks Five Valleys 
Audubon - look what your 
support has meant!   
 
For over a dozen years, Rob 
Domenech (Director of 
Raptor View Research 
Institute), Dave Taylor (of 
Dave Taylor Roofing), Dr. 

Heiko Langner and I have researched heavy metals in the 
Clark Fork River by studying Ospreys.  Every time we went 
out to band chicks and take small blood and feather 
samples, we took along kids and adults to see Ospreys up 
close.  We quickly realized that people love Ospreys. They 
are very common and widespread, and for raptors, 
exceptionally tolerant of humans near their nests.   
 
So five years ago I had an idea about developing a science 
curriculum for middle school to high school students 
based around Ospreys.  At this point the idea was just a 
fantasy, and I approached Five Valleys Audubon and 
described the general idea.  The board was excited about 
the idea, and gave us $500 to see what we could do!   
 
With your generous donation, Dr. Jenélle Dowling was 
brought on board.  The first thing she did was help write 
an educational grant to the Montana Space Grant 
Consortium/NASA.  We got that award, and so we were 
off and running!  Other donors have also generously 
stepped up and supported our WOW program just after it 
hatched but was still in the nest.   
 
Since then we have developed Wings Over Water into an 
exciting “E-STEM” program. (E-STEM stands for 
environmental science, technology, engineering and 
math.) The program provides a yearlong curriculum 
created for middle school and high school students.  The 
program uses ospreys to provide teachers and students 
with a rich and integrative curriculum that blends biology, 
math, physics, technology, chemistry, environmental 
science, history and Native American perspectives in a 
really exciting way.  We bring in some of the best middle 
school and high school teachers from all around the 
country for a weeklong workshop in Missoula. During the 
workshop, teachers are introduced to a wide variety of 
topics in the curriculum, mainly by having them spend 
time with some of the top researchers in the world.  The 
teachers then have an engaging curriculum that they can 
use for various topics during an entire year.  One of the 

highlights of the WOW workshop with the teachers is the 
FVA barbecue hosted at Jim and Sue Brown’s house! 
 
We recently found out that our WOW program won a 
very prestigious award – one of six 2019 ULIEA awards.  
ULIEA stands for Underwriters Lab Innovative Education 
Awards, and these recognize what are considered the 
most innovative E-STEM programs in North America.  
Jenélle Dowling and I spent three days in Chicago 
accepting the award.  We were humbled and honored 
that the WOW Program received this award, and one of 
the best parts was meeting the other award winners.  It is 
uplifting to see so many innovative and great 
environmental education programs from all across the 
country.  Another exciting thing about this award is that 
now the WOW program is part of a national network of 
environmental programs; we expect to learn a lot from 
each other.   
 
So THANKS so much to all of you in Five Valleys 
Audubon!!!  You were the first group to show interest 
and support in our ideas.  We feel that the WOW 
Program has now fledged and is taking off to exciting 
places we are only starting to dream of.  And it was all 
made possible by your support!  
  

Teachers in the 2019 WOW Program. 

WOW teachers model orbits of satellite needed to get  
good GPS coverage and track migrating Ospreys. 
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Attention Friends 

The Five Valleys Audubon Society would like to 

encourage you to go birding in our new 

conservation area, Mount Dean Stone, located 

above Missoula's south side neighborhood, 

and please enter your birding data into eBird: 

https://ebird.org/mt/home. We are trying to 

fill data gaps for the area, to help with our 

conservation efforts there, in cooperation with 

Five Valleys Land Trust. 

Thank you and happy birding! 

 

Field Trip Summary  
By Larry Weeks 
 
Saturday, August 24th:  This field trip was originally 
planned to Canyon Ferry Reservoir to look for shorebirds 
but the water level in the reservoir was too high and the 
habitat was flooded.  So we ended up going to the Deer 
Lodge Valley.  We met Nate Kohler in Deer Lodge and he 
took us to a Duck's Unlimited Pond at Warm Springs that 
we had never been to before.  The habitat was very good 
the week before but the water levels had come up due to 
reduced irrigation.  Only a fraction of the mud flats were 
available but we were able to find a few shorebirds.  The 
shorebirds included Greater Yellowlegs (4), American 
Avocet (4), Baird's Sandpiper (17), Wilson's Phalarope (1), 
Semipalmated Plover (7), Semipalmated Sandpiper (8), 
Least Sandpiper (2), Killdeer (1), and Wilson's Snipe (1).  
Some of the Baird's Sandpipers were found at one of the 
Job Corps Ponds.  The water levels in the Job Corps Ponds 
were also up and the good mud flats we had on the 
August 2nd field trip were under water.  We also visited 
the Warm Springs Ponds.  We had 16 species of ducks, 
two species of grebes, a flock of 9 American White 

Pelicans, a Swainson's 
Hawk, and a good 
variety of song birds.  
Also some juvenile 
Soras that were in 
their brown color 
phase.  There were 9 
birders on the field 
trip and Steve Flood 
recorded 65 species.  
 

Bluebird Update 
By Kathy Heffernan 
 
The numbered bluebird 
boxes on Waterworks 
and the North Hills 
produced 70 bluebird 
fledglings in 2019.  
These included 59 
Western bluebirds and 
11 Mountain Bluebirds. 
In addition, over 100 
Tree Swallows fledged 
from the boxes.   
 
Biologist Sarah Scott 
did most of the 
monitoring over the 
summer. While Montana was not as exotic as her 
previous assignment (rappelling down cliffs in Greenland 
to monitor Peregrine nests), Sarah monitored the 
bluebird nests with the zeal of a true bird-lover and the 
efficient professionalism of an experienced ornithologist.  
Sarah was assisted early in the season by seasoned 
bluebird biologist Ahvi Potticary.  In addition, Professor 
Bibiana Montoya from Mexico joined Sarah for ten days 
to learn about Montana’s bluebirds.  John and Kathy 
Heffernan (that’s us), the bluebird trail maintenance 
crew, also monitored boxes and compiled data.  
 
This year, the trail experienced some losses due to 
predation.  Early in the season, six Mountain bluebird 
eggs suddenly disappeared from a fencepost-mounted 
nest. Dr. Potticary suspected a snake. Soon after, a 
raccoon or weasel pried the floor off another box which 
had contained 7 Mountain Bluebird eggs. Later in the 
season and just over the hill, another raccoon or weasel 
removed 6 Western nestlings from a different box, 
leaving the tell-tale messed-up nest. Though we were 
saddened by these losses, we realize that weasels and 
snakes are native Montana predators and present a 
natural hazard.  We are less sanguine about the raccoons 
as they are not native to Montana. The addition of 
flashing to mounting posts may protect eggs and 
nestlings in the future. 
 
The bluebird boxes of Waterworks/North Hills are the 
legacy of long-time Five Valleys Audubon member, 
Elizabeth Johnston, who placed the first bluebird boxes 
on Waterworks Hill in 1998.  She tirelessly maintained 
them for 10 years before passing the trail to us.  Elizabeth 
died in 2012 and we maintain the North Hills bluebird 
boxes in her memory. 
  

This box, built by students in Kathy 
Heffernan's high school biology class, 
was particularly productive this year.  
Nine Western Bluebirds fledged from 
this box in two clutches. 

American Avocet 

https://ebird.org/mt/home
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Tree Swallow Caution 
 

Because of their short, stubby legs, Tree Swallows 
cannot cling to smooth surfaces as easily as bluebirds 
and woodpeckers.  It is absolutely imperative that the 
inside of any bird box be roughened up or scored 
with a nail before the birds are invited to reside 
within.  Otherwise, Tree Swallows can actually be 
trapped inside the box.  What was meant to be a 
comfortable abode can actually become a death 
sentence! 

Best Time to Put Up Birdhouses 
 
There is no bad time to put out birdhouses, and the 
best time to put them up is as soon as you have 
them available. Even if it is not nesting season, birds 
may investigate the house, learn where it is, and 
possibly use it as shelter. If you only want to provide 
houses for nesting, putting them up in late winter or 
very early spring will ensure they are available for 
even the earliest nesting species. 
 

So You Want To Put Up A Bird Box? 
By Kathy Heffernan 
 
Think twice before putting up your grandchild’s tiny 
creation or that plastic birdhouse your uncle gave you. 
Poorly designed boxes can trap or overheat birds. 
 
Materials matter. 
The best bird houses are made from 1”x 8” x whatever-
length-you-need wooden boards. They are never painted 
on the inside. If painted on the outside, they are light in 
color so as not to overheat. Roughen up the inside of the 
box so as not to trap short-legged birds such as Tree 
Swallows who have difficulty clinging to smooth surfaces. 
Screws, rather than nails, will ensure that the box holds 
together. 
 
Design matters. 
The floor size should be at least 5” x 5” to allow for a 
growing family. 
 
Proper hole size prevents avian predators, such as 
magpies, from robbing the nest. Both Chickadees and 
Wrens can enter a 2-1/4” wide x 15/16” high slot (that’s 
right – a rectangle!). Tree Swallows also like slots, but can 
also enter a 1-3/8” hole. Bluebirds need 1-15/16” hole. 
And, lose the perch! Perches only give magpies and other 
avian predators a roost from which to launch a nest-
robbing venture. Songbirds don’t need the perch. 
 
Habitat matters. 
Wicked non-native House Sparrows will try to invade any 
birdhouse you put up in town. You can foil them by 
building a slot box (also available from some suppliers, 
such as Duncraft). Slot boxes will host Chickadees, Tree 
Swallows or Wrens. In a slot box, a horizontal slot 
replaces a round hole and measures 2-1/4" wide by 
15/16" high. The non-native House Sparrow is a wily bird, 
so boxes should still be monitored to ensure no House 
Sparrows are moving in. 
 

 
 
 
Wrens prefer brushy 
habitat. In our field, 
they like to nest near 
the rabbitbrush which 
supplies ample twigs 
for their multiple nests. 
Nervous little 
Chickadees like to nest 
near forest cover (or at 
least a few trees). 
 
Bluebirds eat insects. 
They need native 
grasslands or open 
woodlands where 
copious insects abide. Think pastures, meadows, fields. 
Bluebirds are territorial. Space boxes so they are a good 
distance apart and not within sight of each other. 
Bluebirds often feed from ground and are easy prey to 
cats. Place boxes well away from areas where cats roam. 
 
Maintenance matters. 
Please don’t stick your box on a fencepost and never look 
at it again. If woodpeckers enlarge the hole, if cows 
remove the roof, if the sides crack open, birds will likely 
use it anyway much to their detriment. Check on your 
box to ensure it is in good condition. Repair or remove it 
if it is falling apart. A metal or plastic hole guard will 
ensure the hole is not enlarged by woodpeckers. Enlarged 
holes make the occupants easy prey to predators. (Hole 
guards are available from Mountain Bluebird Trails; P.O. 
Box 794 Ronan, MT 59864). 
 
Birdboxes can provide birds with secure places to nest or 
they can be death traps. Ensure yours does the former. 
 
                                            

  

Bluebirds 
Artwork by Paul Meisel 
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Welcome New Members:  

 
Richard Beaver Jacob Glass 
Cheryl Harkin Joyce Lindsay 
Monica Martin Roberta M. McElroy 
Bailey Melieb A. Eugene Miller 
Gloria Phillip Betty Schall 
Dolores Shapiro Krista Sherron 
McCaide Wooten 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

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. 

 

 

Note to New Members 
from Poody McLaughlin, Membership Chair 

 
National Audubon provides monthly updates to the 
chapter for membership changes. Unfortunately 
National continues to correct discrepancies within 
their database. I try to stay abreast of member 
changes through National, but please contact me if 
your information is incorrect, and I will send along 
correct info to National.   
 

Five Valleys Audubon Society greatly appreciates those who renewed their membership this past month. We 

generally encourage members to receive their newsletter via email (to conserve resources and our expenses), 

which is the default mailing option if provided by new members. If you want to change how your newsletter is 

delivered or have any changes to your mailing preferences, please contact the Membership Chair, Poody 

McLaughlin, at pmcregan@bresnan.net.  

http://fvaudubon.org/join
https://action.audubon.org/donate/chapter-membership?chapter=N53
http://mtaudubon.org/
mailto:pmcregan@bresnan.net


 

Five Valleys Audubon Society                                                     
PO Box 8425, Missoula, MT 59807            
  

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
TO: 

 
 

                               
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

   Five Valleys Audubon Society  
PO Box 8425, Missoula, MT 59807            

www.fvaudubon.org  
 

OFFICERS: 
President, 2018-2021 Rose Leach  721-0779 rleach-2@bresnan.net   
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COMMITTEES: 
Archivist Barbara Ross  bjmross@gmail.com  
Audubon Adventures Vacant  
Christmas Bird Count Larry Weeks 549-5632 bwsgenea@gmail.com 
Conservation Amy Cilimburg  amycili@gmail.com 
Education Larry Weeks 549-5632 bwsgenea@gmail.com 
Field Activities  Larry Weeks 549-5632 bwsgenea@gmail.com  
Habitat Protection Jim Brown 549-8052 brownjs2@bresnan.net  
Member Records Poody McLaughlin 543-4860 pmcregan@bresnan.net  
Member Promotion Vacant    
Newsletter Circulation Hedwig Vogel-Wright  549-7251 hedwigvw@fastmail.fm  
Newsletter Editor Bev Orth Geoghegan  750-0149 orthbev@hotmail.com  
PL Wright Endowment Bill Gabriel 273-6880 biograf@earthlink.net 
Program Susie Wall  274-0548 susiewall2@gmail.com  
Publicity Cathy Nolan  canolan4@outlook.com    
Social Media  Thomas Kallmeyer  thomaskallmeyer@yahoo.com  
University Liaison Chad Bishop 243-4374  
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Larry Berrin, Executive Director 
lberrin@mtaudubon.org 
 
David Cronenwett, Development Specialist 
david@mtaudubon.org  
 
Heather Bilden, Community Programs Lead     
hbilden@mtaudubon.org     
 
Cathie Erickson, Accounting Specialist 
cerickson@mtaudubon.org  
 
Norane Freistadt, Finance Director 
norane@mtaudubon.org           
 
Janet Johnston, Office Manager 
info@mtaudubon.org  
 
Amy Seaman, Conservation Program 
Manager 
aseaman@mtaudubon.org  
 
Carolyn Sevier, MA Center Director 
csevier@mtaudubon.org 
 
Rachel Van Wingen, Board President  
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