November 2024

Birding Observer

Newsletter of the Five Valleys Audubon Society

CALENDAR

Monday, November 4%, 6:00-7:45
pm: The board meeting will be
held in the Blackfoot Room of the
Missoula Public Library.

Monday, November 11%, 7PM:
Our friend, Lee Silliman, will teach
us about the history of wild
horses at our November program
meeting. See details to the right.

Saturday, November 16%, 10AM:
Beginning Bird Walk at the Lee
Metcalf NWR. Meet the field trip
leader at the Visitor’s Center and
expect two miles of level hiking.

Sunday, December 1% All-day
field trip to the Mission Valley to
look for raptors. Meet at 8AM on
the West side of the UM Adams
Center parking lot or at the Cenex
gas station in Ronan at 9AM. This
is a driving trip with frequent
stops to look for birds. Be
prepared for cold temperatures
and possible precipitation.

The Wild Horse: History & Lore,
From Pre-History to the Mid-20th Century

Please join us at our monthly chapter meeting on Monday, November 11, 2024,
at 7:00 PM when our speaker, Lee Silliman, will present his illustrated lecture:
The Wild Horse: History & Lore, From Pre-History to mid-20th Century.

Lee’s talk will vividly sketch, using
vintage imagery and anecdote, the story
of the North American wild horse on the
Western frontier. The lecture begins
with a discussion of how the horse
evolved in North America, spread to
other continents, and then went extinct
in North America. The talk will relate
how the horse returned to the Americas
with the colonial Spanish and was a
factor in the repression of native
cultures. As the Spanish horses escaped
or were stolen by Native Americans,
horses--both wild ones called mustangs
and tamed ones traded from tribe to tribe--inexorably diffused northward. The
acquisition of the horse profoundly altered the lifeways of Native Americans. The
talk will conclude with an explanation of how early twentieth-century
mustangers (those who sought to capture mustangs for profit) utilized many
ingenious tactics to break the will and freedom of an animal who so well
personified the spirit of the untamed West. Books telling the history of the wild
horse from Silliman’s collection will be on display for inspection, and a
bibliography sheet will be available.

Catching the Wild Horse
Hand-colored lithograph
By George Catlin (1844)

Lee Silliman is a retired educator and former museum archivist, now living in
Missoula. He has nurtured an avid interest in the art and history of the American

West since his youth. As a collector of vintage engravings, Silliman has assembled, annotated, and framed many exhibits
of these artworks for museums in six Western states. His has taught five courses for the MOLLI program at the University

of Montana on Western history and art.

The meeting will be held in Room 110 in the Interdisciplinary Sciences Building (ISB) on the University of Montana campus.
The building lies on the south end of campus on Beckwith Avenue between Maurice and Mansfield Avenues. Though not
required by the university, FVAS honors the decision of those who wish to wear a mask. You may also watch the meeting

over zoom at:

https://umontana.zoom.us/j/98031311607



https://umontana.zoom.us/j/98031311607

Peeps from the Board
BirdFlix: Films to Get You Through Winter
By Margo Stoney

It's that time of
year, the days are
getting shorter,
temperatures are
dropping, and
many of our bird
friends are heading
south towards
warmer pastures.
For many of us, this
means  spending
less time outside
enjoying nature
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and more time
indoors visiting
with friends and family, enjoying hearty meals, and
cozying up under a blanket for a good movie. To help us
all get through the winter, I’ve curated a list of films —
documentaries, family-friendly flicks, comedies, and
dramas — to help you get through the long Montana
winter and keep birds at top-of-mind.

Many of these movies are available to check out at the
library or stream for free using a Kanopy account through
the publiclibrary. Just create an account with your library
card and download the app.

Noteworthy documentaries

e Dancing with the Birds: This documentary opened my
eyes to the beauty and uniqueness of Birds of Paradise.
Experiencing their bazaar and impressive mating rituals
of these birds will no doubt keep you entertained. Watch
it on Netflix.

e All That Breathes: This Academy Award-nominated
film follows two brothers in Delhi, India, who dedicate
their lives to rescuing injured birds, particularly black
kites, in the face of environmental threats and political
unrest. Watch it on HBO Max, Prime, Kanopy, and Hulu.
e The Hummingbird Effect: Incredible footage of
hummingbirds in Costa Rica. Enjoy the beautiful scenery
as you transport yourself to a warmer climate, if only for
an hour. Watch it on Kanopy, PBS, and YouTube.

e The National Geographic Guide to Birding in North
America: This 24-episode series covers everything from
bird anatomy to migration to tips for birdwatching. This
should keep you busy all winter and have you ready to
return to the field come spring! Watch it on Kanopy.

® March of the Penguins: An oldie but a goodie, March
of the Penguins chronicles the extraordinary annual
journey of emperor penguins in Antarctica as they brave
harsh conditions to breed, protect their eggs, and raise
young. Available to rent on Amazon Prime, Google Play,
and Apple TV.

Something for the whole family

o Fly Away Home: This heartwarming drama is about a
young girl who loses her mom and, after struggling to
connect with her father, builds a giant fake flying goose
to help guide Canada Geese to their home. Sound
outlandish? The story is loosely based on the story of Bill
Lishman who piloted (pun intended) Operation
Migration in the early 90’'s to help domesticated birds
migrate by training them to follow his aircraft. Available
to rent on Amazon Prime, Google Play, and Apple TV.

e Migration: This cute, animated comedy follows a
family of ducks on their adventure migrating south. The
personalities and voices given to the different birds (like
the Great Blue Herons) are hilarious and imaginative.
Watch it on Netflix.

e Happy Feet: This adorable, animated musical follows
Mumble, a young emperor penguin, who is born without
the ability to sing like his fellow penguin friends and finds
his unique rhythm and identity through his tap-dancing
skills. It is available to rent on YouTube, Amazon Prime,
Google Play and Apple TV.

e Hoot: A heartwarming adventure about a family that
moves from Montana to Florida and joins the fight to
protect a colony of endangered burrowing owls from a
looming development threat. Available to rent on
YouTube, Amazon Prime, Google Play, and Apple TV.

Comedies, dramas & more

e The Big Year: Watch this with your friends who think
you’re really into birdwatching and then you can say “I'm
not that bad!” With a star cast including Owen Wilson,
Steve Martin, Jack Black, and Rashida Jones, you’ll be
laughing and crying in this highly entertaining comedy.
Watch it on Hulu and Disney Plus.

® The Birds: Is it a horror film? Is it a parody? Alfred
Hitchcock’s 1963 film is an oldy but a goodie. If you've
ever been afraid of being attacked by a murder of crows,
this movie is your worst nightmare. For everyone else,
it's an entertaining classic. Watch it on Netflix.

e The Starling: This “dramedy” (comedy + drama)
starring Melissa McCarthy is about a grieving couple
struggling to cope with the loss of their child, while the
wife forms an unlikely bond with a persistent starling
that nests in their garden, symbolizing her journey
toward healing. Watch it on Netflix.




Native Americans Domesticated Turkeys

By Asher Elbein
Republished from Audubon Magazine, November 2023

Domesticated turkeys are an American tradition that
goes back much further than any Plymouth Thanksgiving.
Dating back more than 2,000 years, the handsome
ground birds were raised as a staple of Indigenous
societies on this continent, with early domesticated
turkey remains appearing in archeological sites from
Mesoamerica to the desert Southwest of today’s United
States and possibly in the Southeast as well. Those
remnants suggest that the turkey was valued enough to
be tamed from the wild not just once, but on at least two
separate occasions.

There are two species of turkey in the wild. The more
wide-ranging of them, Meleagris gallopavo, or simply
Wild Turkey, was found throughout much of the United
States and down through Mexico, making the large
ground-nesting species an important game bird for many
tribes. But as early as 300 BCE, Mesoamerican peoples
went further and began keeping them as domestic
animals, says Cyler Norman, an archeologist at the
University of New Mexico. The birds—which the
Nahuatl-speaking peoples of Mexico called huexolotl—
weren't maintained solely for their meat, but also for
symbolic value and feathers.

Outside of Mexico, domesticated turkeys also have a
long history in the southwestern United States. In the
rich Pueblo settlements of Chaco Canyon—especially in
the multistoried “great houses,” around which complex
irrigation, road, and long-distance trade networks
arose—the earliest remains date back to around 900 C.E.
Chemical analysis shows the turkeys were fed entirely on
corn diets, indicating they weren't wild birds. “We can
safely infer that these turkeys were domesticated and
managed,” Norman says. The evidence goes beyond
biological remains. The turkeys' cultural importance also
supports theirdomestication and value in the Southwest,
Norman says: “Rock art, imagery on ceramics, and oral
traditions are critical for understanding human
management of turkeys through time.”

At one time, archeologists believed that the
domesticated birds in this region had simply been
introduced from Mexico. But a raft of studies over the
past few decades—including new archeological finds and
DNA evidence—have revised this understanding. Today,
researchers have wealth of modern evidence to suggest
that Native peoples of the U.S. Southwest domesticated

Wild Turkeys independently of their southern neighbors.
In a 2010 study, ancient DNA from turkey remains
showed distinctive lineages associated with independent
domestication, as did an analysis of their skeletal traits.

The oral histories of the Pueblo people further support
the turkey's importance, says Mary Weahkee, a former
archeologist for Museum of New Mexico and a member
of the Santa Clara Pueblo and the Comanche Nation. For
centuries, the birds' feathers also played a role in
ceremony and were used to make blankets and tools —
traditions that continue among Southwestern tribes
today. The turkeys' wing and tail feathers make excellent
arrow fletching, and their fluffy down creates durable,
warm blankets, Weahkee says. (It can take as many as
11,500 individual feathers to make a blanket.) While
hunting wild birds for feathers can be a headache,
Weahkee says, turkeys release their feathers readily
when grabbed, which makes them “a good herd animal.”
Keep enough domestic turkey, and all your feather needs
can be easily met.

Rio Grande Wild Turkey
Photo by Darcy Daniels

Yet turkeys aren’t just kept for practical reasons: The bird
has long played a vital spiritual role in Pueblo culture,
with its feathers often used for prayers and ceremonial
regalia, Weahkee says. Particularly prized, she says, are
the white or thunderhead-black feathers, which
represent clouds and their attendant, life-giving rains.

Centuries ago, the birds were so central to Chaco society
that archeological studies of cooking hearths show very
few turkey bones, Weahkee notes. Only during the
climate-driven collapse of the Chaco civilization in the
14th century did people eat the sacred birds more
widely. The shift was likely a sign of desperation: People
would “rather eat their dogs than their turkey,”
Weahkee says.



Not everyone shared that cultural reticence. In 1519,
amid the conquest of Mexico, conquistadores
transported domestic turkeys back to Europe, where the
birds became a popular food. In the ensuing years, the
birds traded hands around the Mediterranean, with one
route originating in Turkey landing the bird its English
language common name. When British colonists arrived
in Massachusetts in 1620, among the supplies they
brought with them were European lineages of the
domestic turkey. Some of those birds—as well as their
wild cousins—may have famously ended up on the menu
at the colonists’ 1621 autumn feast. Essentially, the
domesticated turkeys that arrived on the eastern coast
of America owed their origins to pre-colonial societies in
the Americas.

In the domesticated turkeys’ original homelands,
Weahkee says, Spanish colonization shattered societies,
including many of the traditional Pueblo villages.
Domestic flocks there were turned loose, but the
southwestern domesticated turkeys didn’t wholly
vanish, she says. The birds' bloodlines still linger in the
subspecies of wild Rio Grande turkeys of the Southwest,
whose feathers adorn blankets and regalia to this day.

Black Swifts in the Bitterroot Valley
By Will McDowell

Black swifts are the largest and least common swift
species in North America. They breed in disjunct, mostly
remote mountain regions of the western US and Canada,
including Colorado, California, Washington, Idaho, and
northwestern Montana, as well as a small area of
western Mexico, and other scattered mountain regions
around the Caribbean. In western Canada, they are now
listed as “endangered,” with documented declines of 50
percent since 1973.

In Montana, most known nesting areas are in Glacier
National Park, where these swifts nest behind waterfalls.
The Black swift has also been documented breeding in
Lincoln, Missoula, Flathead, and Lake counties, as well as
in Ravalli County canyons west of Victor. In all these
places, they are difficult to see, and an encounter with a
Black swift is unpredictable, and usually a red-letter day
for birders.

In 2023, two Missoula birders noted Black swifts foraging
over the marshes at the headquarters of Lee Metcalf
National Wildlife Refuge in the late evening (7:30pm to
9pm) on July 25, 26 and 28. In 2024 small groups of Black
swifts (1-5) were seen on the evening of July 25, and then

six different evenings from August 3 to August 14, often
for prolonged periods of time (up to 45 minutes with
swifts in view) and often low enough for great views.
According to “Birds of Montana” by Jeff Marks et.al., this
corresponds to the period in which Black swifts are
feeding their young. Interestingly Black swifts are known
for gathering flying insect food all day, then feeding their
young once daily when they arrive at their nest sites near
dark—usually the only time they are seen at their nests
after incubation is over.

The Black swifts seen at
Refuge headquarters this
summer were usually
feeding with swallows,
nighthawks, and
sometimes Vaux’s swifts,
all swooping over the
marshes and ponds north
and south of the
headquarters. Significant
hatches of mayflies and
other insects were noted
by several observers, and
bulging crops (full of insects) were noted on several
swifts seen at close range. The eBird data also suggests
that Black swifts were seen in the same late evening time
frame in late July and early August in 2016, 2019, 2021.
Missoula and Bitterroot birders may be able to gather
better information about the regularity of this “evening
Black swift feeding frenzy” in future summers. But right
now, these swifts are already far to the south, heading
towards remote winter range in the skies over the
western Amazon, where they winter on the wing before
reappearing in western Montana in mid- to late May.

Black swift
Photo by Michael Bolte

News from Montana Audubon:
2024 Citizen Science Report Now Available

Thank you to everyone who volunteered to help with
Montana Audubon’s Citizen Science survey projects this
year - you make this work possible! This year, 53
volunteers took part in surveys for three different
projects: the pilot year of Western & Eastern Screech-
owl surveys; Long-billed Curlew surveys; and Chimney
Swift surveys. Learn more about each projectin Montana
Audubon’s 2024 Citizen Science overview report, now
available on Montana Audubon’s website:
https://mtaudubon.org/2024-citizen-science-report/.

Questions? Email Gwynne at gwynne@ mtaudubon.org.
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Welcome New Members

Mary Brod Bruce Bugbee
Audrey Conner Joan Dodge

Terry Humo Marty Kay

Alex Wood Danny Tenenbaum

Heart of the Rockies Initiative

Be an environmental and fiscal champion.
If you are able, please sign up for emailed newsletters rather than hard copies.

If you subscribe to Audubon through National Audubon, we may not have your email address. To receive our newsletter and
other birding news by email, saving trees and reducing FVAS newsletter expenses, please send your email address to Treasurer,
Jean Duncan at treasurer@FVAudubon.org or Membership Promotion Chair, Thomas Kallmeyer at thomas@tarns.net.

Join Five Valleys Audubon Society

Please support Five Valleys Audubon Society (FVAS). There are several ways to donate. All options include the Birding Observer newsletter and
allow you to 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: https://fvaudubon.org/make-a-donation/

S $15 FVAS membership, includes newsletter sent via email. S Phillip L. Wright Fund, small grants for student research.
S $25 FVAS membership, includes newsletter sent via USPS. S Total contribution
S Free for students, includes FVAS newsletter via email.

__ lwouldlike to Volunteer. Please contact me.
S Donate to our General Fund to support our habitat protection (Please provide an email address below.)
work within Missoula County, nonprofit organizations that care
for birds, and education on birds and birding.

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: https://act.audubon.org/a/join. 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 manages statewide issues and is responsible for its own fundraising. To
assist in this important statewide work, you may contact MTA through their website: https://mtaudubon.org/. Please give generously to each
organization. Although independent, we work together to protect what we all love.
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