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 Five Valleys Audubon Society Presents:  
Avian Biodiversity of the Flathead Nation 

_______ 
 

Please join us for our last chapter meeting of 2025 on Monday, December 8th at 
7:00 PM. We are excited to wrap up the year by welcoming our speaker, Cara 
Thompson, who will present her talk: Avian Biodiversity of the Flathead Nation. 
 
The diversity of avian life on the Flathead Indian Reservation is impressive. Not 
only is the reservation home to five Audubon-designated Important Bird Areas, 
but the surrounding Mission Valley is a raptor, waterfowl, and exotic gamebird 
hotspot. One can find Brewer’s sparrows, bobolink, common loons, black swifts, 
and white-tailed ptarmigan all within the 40-mile width of the reservation. In 
addition, the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes’ (CSKT) Wildlife 
Management Program has been a key player in the revival of the trumpeter swan 
in western Montana.  
 
In her talk, Cara will dive into what 
makes this area so special. She will also 
tell us about tribal management of 
wildlife, while taking a look at avian 
reintroduction and restoration efforts 
done by CSKT’s Wildlife Management 
Program. Cara will also discuss what 
local challenges these birds are facing, as 
well as talk about current research being 
conducted and interesting avian-related 
projects being done on the reservation. 
 
Cara Thompson is a wildlife biologist for the CSKT. Her work focuses on non-game 
species and biodiversity within the Flathead Reservation, particularly in relation 
to habitat restoration efforts. Cara has spent the past 12 years working with a 
wide variety of wildlife, ecosystems, and agencies, spanning from the Rockies to 
the Ozarks and the Caribbean. 
 
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. You also 
have the option of watching the meeting over the zoom link listed below. 
 

https://umontana.zoom.us/j/96641215107 

  

 
Monday, December 1st, 6 PM: The 
board meeting will be held in the 
Blackfoot Room of the Missoula 
Public Library.  
 
Saturday, December 6th: All Day 
Field Trip to the Mission Valley 
to observe overwintering species. 
This is a driving field trip with 
frequent stops for roadside birding 
so be prepared for variable 
weather conditions. Meet at 8am 
on the West side of the UM Adams 
Center parking lot or at 9am at the 
Cenex in Ronan. 
 
Monday, December 8th, 7 PM:  
Please join us for our monthly 
chapter meeting as we welcome 
wildlife biologist, Cara Thompson, 
who will talk about avian 
biodiversity on the Flathead Indian 
Reservation. Details to the right.  
 
Sunday, December 14th: Christmas 
Bird Count. Details on page 3.  
 
Saturday, December 20th, 10 AM:  
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. 
 

 

CALENDAR 

Treter swans 
Photo by Cara Thompson 

https://umontana.zoom.us/j/96641215107
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Peeps from Your Board: Visiting the Albatross 
By Margo Stoney 
 
As we veer into the depths 
of winter, I’m going to take 
us on a little vacation 
outside of Montana. In 
September, I had the 
opportunity to visit the 
Royal Albatross Centre on 
the Otago Peninsula on 
New Zealand’s South 
Island. I’m still a somewhat 
new birder and I’ve only 
recently started 
incorporating 
birdwatching activities and 
practices into my travel. 
It's sort of neat having a 
new hobby to combine 
with my other favorite 
pastimes like travel and 
hiking. The Royal Albatross 
Centre was featured in 
nearly every guidebook I 
read as an attraction for 
bird enthusiasts and the 
casual tourist alike, so I was 
excited to add it to my itinerary.  
 
My visit to the Centre started with a winding, scenic drive 
along the sea up the Otago peninsula in a rental 
campervan. Upon arrival, I was greeted by hundreds if 
not thousands of red-billed gulls screaming at the top of 
their lungs, trying to fly steadily in the gale-force winds. 
After getting checked in, I took a walk through the 
museum and took in exhibits about the life of an 
Albatross and impressive facts about their size and 
mating rituals. I stood next to a taxidermied Albatross 
and it was the size of a small teenager! Our tour group 
gathered and shuffled into a small amphitheater where 
we watched a short documentary about the Royal 
Northern Albatross, the Otago region, and the research 
and scientific studies done at the Centre, which I was 
somewhat familiar with beforehand because Cornell Lab 
often posts about it on Instagram. 
 
After the presentation, we prepared for the short, steep 
hike up a gravel path in the whipping, freezing rain to the 
bird blind on top of the rocky cliff overlooking the sea. 
The tour guide, wanting to keep our expectations 
realistic, prepared us for disappointment, explaining that 

the birds are unpredictable wild animals and that this 
time of year can be tough for seeing Albatross. Adults 
were only beginning to return from their trip to South 
America to breed and the fledglings from that year were 
starting to leave by the day to embark on their first trip 
across the South Pacific. Needless to say, we were ready 
to get skunked and go home empty-handed.  
 
However, the minute we reached the blind (a spacious 
education center with giant windows, a tiered viewing 
area, and HEAT) we knew that we’d hit the Albatross 
jackpot. Our guide started talking a mile a minute, 
pointing out across the grassy cliff to identify – by name 
– the new arrivals returning from last season, couples 
reuniting, and fledglings hesitating and stumbling on 
their first flight attempts. She explained in detail the 
personalities of the different birds, their dating history, 
who came back and who didn’t – the Albatross colony 
was basically a wildlife soap opera, and I was here for it. 
Her excitement was contagious. We spent well-over our 
allotted tour time atop the cliff watching our new bird 
friends. Most Albatross colonies are quite remote, away 
from humans and the mainland so it felt special to 
experience the birds firsthand in this way. 
 
I have a lot of new respect for Albatross and really 
enjoyed watching them (and their silly behaviors) in their 
natural habitat. Here are a few neat facts: 
 
● Albatross are the world’s largest seabird. 
● They spend 85% of their life at sea! Hanging on land 

primarily to breed. 
● An albatross’s wingspan can be up to three meters or 

nearly 10 feet wide. 
● Each year, the birds fly over 100,000 miles. 
● When albatross aren’t mating, they spend the year 

alone at sea, then reunite with their mates during 
breeding season (usually starting in September). 

 
To see more pictures and learn 
about the Royal Albatross Centre’s 
facility and work, you can visit their 
website at 
https://albatross.org.nz/about/  
 
Watch Cornell Lab’s Royal Cam for 
a live feed of the birds: 
https://www.doc.govt.nz/royalcam  
 
Oftentimes, you can see Royal Albatross Centre 
researchers studying birds on that very cliff where I saw 
them on my visit! 
  

Albatross pair 
Photo by Margo Stoney 

Albatross block print 
created by Margo 

https://albatross.org.nz/about/
https://www.doc.govt.nz/royalcam
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Missoula Christmas Bird Count 
 
The Missoula Christmas Bird Count (CBC) will be held on 
Sunday, December 14th. Please note that this year's 
Count will be held on a Sunday. In the past, the Count has 
been held on Saturdays.   
 
If you are interested in participating, contact Larry Weeks 
at birderweeks@gmail.com and he will assign you to a 
group.  Also contact Larry if you are interested in being a 
feeder watcher. 
 
The Count will end with a potluck dinner, which will be 
held at the Headwaters Foundation Confluence Center in 
the Headwaters Room, starting at 6:00 pm. The address 
is 119 West Main.  Please bring your favorite potluck dish 
or go by the first letter of your last name (A – L brings a 
salad or dessert, and M – Z brings a hot dish). Also, please 
bring your own plates and utensils. 

 
 

 

News from Montana Audubon 
 
The Fall 2025 Montana Audubon Newsletter is here! 
 
Inside this issue, you’ll find stories from across Montana, 
including: a feature article on the power of citizen 
science and the volunteers helping track birds across the 
state; updates on our Black Swift research; news from 
the Audubon Conservation Ranching program; a 
celebration of 10 years of Fledgling Preschool at 
Montana Audubon Center; and much more!  
 
Read the full issue online on the Montana Audubon 
website: https://mtaudubon.org/publications/ 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2025 Citizen Science season wrap-up recording now 
available  
 
For those who missed it back in October, the recording 
of our Citizen Science season wrap-up presentation is 
now available on YouTube. In the presentation we 
reviewed each of our 2025 citizen science projects, 
surveying for screech-owls; Long-billed Curlews; and 
nightjars. Make sure to watch through to the end for a 
preview of next year’s citizen science projects. 
 
Thank you again to all of our amazing volunteers- you 
make all this work possible! Thank you also to Montana 
Fish, Wildlife & Parks, Tracy Aviary, the L.E.A.W Family 
Foundation, Blackfoot Challenge, the Confederated 
Salish and Kootenai Tribes, and the Montana Natural 
Heritage Program for their support. 
 
You can watch the recording on Montana Audubon’s 
YouTube channel:  
https://youtu.be/tOvghbSjmog?si=9-O-meDbv10KA15g 
 
 
 

 

I Heard a Bird Sing 

By Oliver Herford 

 

I heard a bird sing 

In the dark of December. 

A magical thing 

And sweet to remember. 

 

"We are nearer to Spring  

Than we were in September,”  

I heard a bird sing  

In the dark of December.  

mailto:birderweeks@gmail.com
https://mtaudubon.org/publications/
https://youtu.be/tOvghbSjmog?si=9-O-meDbv10KA15g
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My Grandmother’s Kettle 
By Beverly Orth 

 
I think about Northern Cardinals every day. Not just 
because I see them often in my yard and as I move 
between New York and New Jersey for work and family, 
but because of a tea kettle. 
 
About 20 years ago, when my 
grandmother died, my father 
asked me if I would like to 
have any of her things. I chose 
one of her many lighthouse 
mugs, and her Lenox Winter 
Greetings tea kettle.  
 
My grandmother, who I called Nanny (also known as 
Barbara Ann Orth (née Spaulding)—loved her Northern 
Cardinals. Every morning in warm months, she'd sit on 
her front porch with a mug in her hand, and occasionally 
look up from the newspaper in her lap to admire the 
birds. In cold weather months, she’d stand by the 
backdoor, smiling as she watched birds at her feeders. 
Cardinals were among her favorites, and I know that for 
her, as for many Americans, cardinals embody the spirit 
of Christmas. Every December, she and I shopped at the 
holiday markets, where she unfailingly gravitated toward 
ornaments, cards and gifts adorned with cardinals. She 
developed quite the personal collection. But my love of 
cardinals didn’t come only from her.  
 
My Uncle Tommy (or Thomas Orth as he’s formally 
called), the youngest of Barbara’s sons, loved birds for as 
long as I can remember. He was the one who filled the 
feeders my grandmother so dutifully watched. He was 
the first person I knew who could name all the birds he 
saw. He took me for walks in nearby Van Cortlandt Park, 
pointing them out and teaching me their names, their 
songs, their quirks. Like many people who are new to 
birding, the distinctive Northern Cardinal was one of the 
first species I remember being able to identify readily on 
my own. Perhaps because of that, I too, am drawn to 
cardinals, especially during the holidays.  
 
Their vivid red plumage against winter evergreens or a 
snowy backdrop has made the Northern Cardinal an 
enduring symbol of the season. For many people, they 
represent hope, joy, remembrance, and a spiritual 
connection to loved ones we’ve lost. For me, they 
embody all of this and more. They are an instantaneous 
reminder of how beautiful the world is and a vibrant 
connection to the people who shaped me.

They speak to the grandmother who first taught me that 
some of life's greatest experiences are found in moments 
of stillness, and to the uncle who continues to 
demonstrate that our education in life's beauty is never 
complete—there is always more to notice, more to 
wonder at, and more to love. Every time I see a cardinal, 
I feel an overwhelming sense of gratitude. Their presence 
feels like a message sent across time. 
 
This connection is why my Christmas tree is always 
adorned with bright red cardinals. And it is why Nanny’s 
Lenox Winter Greetings tea kettle forever sits on my 
stove top. I never put it away. It is a constant, material 
reminder of the people who first showed me these 
beautiful birds and the unfolding love we share for the 
natural world and each other. 

 
The Cardinal's Expanding Domain 

 
Historically a bird of the southeastern United 

States, Northern Cardinals have been 

expanding their range north and west since 

the early 1900s. Experts believe a warming 

climate combined with the growth of towns 

and suburbs across the eastern U.S., which 

increased edge habitat and introduced yard 

feeders during winter, were the main drivers 

of this expansion. Northern Cardinals are 

even making their way into Montana. The first 

sighting occurred near Billings in the summer 

of 1998, and since then, they have been 

spotted along the Missouri River and as far 

west as the Flathead Valley. To date, there 

have been 23 confirmed sightings in Montana.  
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Welcome New Members 
 
Jane Billstein Nancy Crosby Vicki Downhour 
Kendra Lisum Victor Lombardo Hannah Luther 
Gail Marsh Laura Roxbury Tobin Ide 
Jack Marshall Sue Monk Matt Pleis 
Mary Roehr Deanna Tennancour 

Five Valleys Audubon Society 

Wishes All of You  

A Wonderful Holiday Season 

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/ 
 

 
$_______$15 FVAS membership, includes newsletter sent via email.  $_______ Phillip L. Wright Fund, small grants for student research. 

 
$_______$25 FVAS membership, includes newsletter sent via USPS.  $________Total contribution 
 
$_______Free for students, includes FVAS newsletter via email. 
         _________ I would like to Volunteer. Please contact me. 
$_______ 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. 
 
 

Be an environmental and fiscal champion. 
If possible, please signup to receive newsletters via email instead of printed copies. 

 
If your Audubon subscription is through National Audubon, we likely don't have your email. To get our local newsletter and 

birding news electronically, 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@fvaudubon.org.        

 
 
 
 
 



 
 

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