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May 2026 
 

 

  
Five Valleys Audubon Society Presents:  

Birdathon 2026! 
_______ 

 
Five Valleys Audubon's Birdathon, our biggest fundraiser of the year, 
is an annual event where birders raise funds to support our mission 
of conservation by reaching out to the community and soliciting 
pledges for the number of species they are able 
to observe in a 24-hour period. Teams of 
birders or solo birders choose a day between 
May 15 and June 8 and attempt to observe 
and record as many species as possible with 
donors pledging a given amount for each 
species recorded. Observers are not limited 
by geographic area with one exception, they 
must remain in the state of Montana. With five teams already 
registered, this year’s Birdathon is shaping up to be an exciting one! 
 
To learn more, register a team, make a pledge to a team or 
contribute a fixed amount to the Birdathon visit our 
website: https://fvaudubon.org/birdathon-2026/ 

 
 

Waterworks Hill Alert 
_______ 

 
 It’s that time of year again! Wildflowers 
are blooming and ground nesting 
migrant birds are arriving on their 
breeding grounds so please be attentive 
when out and about with your best 
friends! 

 

 
 
 

 Photo of Dark-
throated 
Shooting Stars 
on Waterworks 
Hill by Thomas 
Kallmeyer 

 

 
 

 

 

Saturday, May 2nd, 8 AM – 4 PM: All day field 
trip to Browns Lake to look for spring migrants. 
Meet field trip leader, Jim Brown at 8am in the 
Missoula College parking lot, 1205 E Broadway. 
 
Monday, May 4th, 6 PM: The board meeting will 
be held in the Blackfoot Room of the Missoula 

Public Library.  
 
Monday, May 11th, 7 PM: Please join us for our 
monthly chapter meeting. Lee Silliman will 
present Old Ephraim: The Grizzly Bear in 
Frontier History. Details on page 2.  
 
Saturday, May 16th, 10 AM:  Beginning Bird 
Walk at the Lee Metcalf NWR. Meet at the 
Visitor’s Center and expect two miles of level 
hiking. 
 
Sunday, May 17th, 7-9 AM: Town Bound Birding 
goes to Cherry Gulch and Waterworks Hill to 

observe newly arrived migrants and 
wildflowers. Meet Thomas, the field trip leader 
at the Waterworks Trailhead, off West 
Greenough Drive. 
 

May 23rd & 24th: Two-day field trip to Freezout 
and Benton Lakes. Details on page 3. 
 
Saturday, May 30th, 8 AM:  Half day trip to see 
Bobolinks at Bass Creek, led by William Boggs. 
Meet at 8 am at the west end of the Walmart 
Hwy 93 S parking lot, near the garden center. 
One mile of level hiking.  (We recommend that 
participants have a MT FWP Conservation 
license to visit FWP fishing access sites, 
available online. No permit is needed for day 
use at the USFS campground facilities.) 
 
Saturday, May 30th, 12-5 PM: FVAS is 
celebrating its 50th ANNIVERSARY with a party 
in Greenough Park. Details on page 4.  

 
 

CALENDAR 

https://fvaudubon.org/birdathon-2026/
https://visitmt.com/stories/conservation-licenses-do-you-need-one
https://fvaudubon.org/events-calendar/
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The Grizzly Bear in Frontier History 
The Subject of Our May Chapter Meeting 
 
Please join us on Monday, May 11, 2026, at 7:00 PM for 
our last chapter meeting before the summer break. We 
are excited to welcome back to the podium Lee Silliman 
who will be presenting his illustrated talk, Old Ephraim: 
The Grizzly Bear in Frontier History.   

 
Lee’s talk will vividly sketch, using vintage imagery and 
anecdote, the story of the North American grizzly bear 
on the western frontier. The lecture begins with a 
discussion of how Native Americans related to the great 
bear, a creature they venerated for its many human-like 
traits. Lee will then relate how the bear’s early 
encounters with Euro-Americans—especially the Lewis 
and Clark corps—did not progress as planned due to the 
unexpected vitality and ferocity of Ursus horribilis. Next 
is a chapter on the California grizzly, which played a 
special role in that state’s history. The talk continues with 
humorous grizzly bear encounters and interesting bear 
curiosities. The true story of nineteenth century James 
Capen “Grizzly” Adams will also be told, followed by the 
last grim chapter of man’s decimation of this iconic 
species. Books telling the history of the grizzly bear from 
Silliman’s collection will be on display for inspection. 
 
Lee Silliman, a retired educator and former museum 
archivist, 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 
and annotated many exhibits of these artworks for 
museums in six western states, including five specifically 
relating to western wildlife. He has taught five history 
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. You may also watch the meeting 
over Zoom: https://umontana.zoom.us/j/91295117464  

Peeps: Migrating Birds in Missoula 
By Jim Brown 
 
One of nature's greatest spectacles is now underway, 
migrating birds. The amazing migration of birds happens 
through the Missoula Valley, something not everyone 
appreciates. Our Chapter has been using knowledge of 
bird migration in efforts to protect key habitats needed 
by migrants. More about that later. Not surprisingly, we 
have learned through bird surveys and scientific studies 
that the Missoula Valley lies in an important bird 
migration corridor. Some migrant species are breeding 
birds, some are wintering birds from the north, and some 
are just stopping off briefly on their way to other places. 
We have recorded a large diversity of species In the Clark 
Fork River--Grass Valley Important Bird Area (IBA), that 
occupies the bottom lands along the Clark Fork and 
Bitterroot Rivers. Since Chapter volunteers began bird 
surveys in 2002, through 2025, we have recorded 242 
species in the IBA and 215 species just in the Fort 
Missoula ponds and adjoining area. These ponds were 
acquired by the City of Missoula from the Knife River 
corporation who has completed their gravel operations. 
 
In addition to migrant species that breed in the Valley, 
many are stopping to rest and refuel as they continue on 
their journey. Some of the unusual observations include 
Common and Pacific Loons, Horned and Red-necked 
Grebes, American White Pelican, Black-crowned Night 
Heron, White-faced Ibis, Surf and Black and White-
winged Scoters, American Avocet, Sabine's Gull, Bewick's 
Wren, Magnolia Warbler, and Scarlet Tanager. During 
early spring large flocks of Snow Geese and ducks have 
stopped off at the Fort Missoula ponds to rest as they 
continue their journey. Wintering birds from the arctic 
tundra that regularly visit here include Tree Sparrow, 
Rough-legged Hawk and Northern Shrike. 
 
Our knowledge of Missoula's bird migration has gained 
significance from recent studies of nocturnal flight calls 
conducted by Project Night Flight in close cooperation 
with the MPG Ranch and the University of Montana Bird 
Ecology Lab. Some 50 acoustic recorders were placed in 
the Bitterroot Valley with the northernmost recorder 
established in the Missoula Valley by Five Valleys 
Audubon on the Line Ranch a short distance from the end 
of Whitaker Drive. It is named the Meadowlark unit. 
These recorders capture bird calls up to 600 meters 
above the recorder and 300 meters to the side. During 
the fall of 2018, approximately 6000 individuals of 30 
species were recorded at the Meadowlark site. Many 
individuals likely used this area as stopover habitat. The 

https://umontana.zoom.us/j/91295117464
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most common vocalizations were from 11 species of 
sparrows, 10 species of warblers and 3 species of 
thrushes. Some unusual birds for Missoula were Upland 
Sandpiper, Canada Warbler and Lapland Longspur. The 
study found that during the fall most birds migrate at 
lower elevations, especially as food resources become 
scarcer at higher elevations. The highest detections 
occur at pinch points in the valleys. About one-half hour 
before sunrise vocalizations stop and migrants then drop 
down to the ground to rest, refuel and avoid predators. 
 
We are using knowledge of migration to pursue 
conservation efforts in protecting McCauley Butte from 
development and in encouraging the City of Missoula to 
manage the Fort Missoula ponds as a natural area for all 
citizens to enjoy. Missoula City leaders plan to seek 
public input on the best use for the ponds. Five Valleys 
Audubon, the Clark Fork Coalition, Montana Natural 
History Center and the University of Montana Natural 
Area Committee have joined together to urge the city to 
manage the ponds area as a natural area that gives 
priority to protecting its natural values. We need your 
help in this process by lending your voice in support of 
the natural area. Our Chapter’s web site will keep you 
alerted to when the public input process begins. Please 
voice your support for managing the ponds and adjoining 
valuable habitat as a natural area. 
 

Upcoming Multi-day Field Trip  
By Larry Weeks 
 
The 2-day field trip to Freezout Lake 
and Benton Lake has been scheduled 
for May 23rd and 24th. Attendees will 
meet in the Missoula College parking lot and leave 
Missoula at 7am on May 23rd and drive to Freezout Lake. 
The group will bird Freezout Lake on Saturday and 
Benton Lake on Sunday. We will spend the night in 
Choteau; motel options are the Stage Stop Inn (406-466-
5900) and the Gunther Motel (406-466-5444).  Single 
room rates vary from $161.65 at the Stage Stop Inn to 
$78.55 at the Gunther Motel. Other Gunther options are 
$89.34 for 2 people and $100.14 for 3 people. 
Participants should make reservations in advance.   
 
Please contact Larry Weeks at birderweeks@gmail.com 
or 406-241-6477, if you plan to attend and he will 
coordinate carpooling.  Plan to have lunches for two 
days.  We will eat dinner together in a local restaurant.  
Breakfast is provided if you are staying at the Stage Stop 
Inn.  There is a $10 charge for multi-day field trips. 
 

Field Trip Reports 
By Thomas Kallmeyer 
 
Mission Valley for Short-eared Owls 
On April 4th, our group of 30 birders departed Missoula 
at 4pm and rendezvoused south of Ninepipe NWR to 
explore the back roads of the central Mission Valley. The 
weather and views were exceptional, with clear skies and 
warm temperatures. Just before dusk, prime time for 
viewing Short-eared Owls, the group spent some time on 
the dike at Ninepipe NWR, taking the opportunity to 
observe the various species of waterfowl, gulls and 
raptors. We then proceeded to Duck Road, where we 
observed at least 12 Short-eared Owls foraging in the 
open land surrounding the Duck Road WPA. As the sun 
dipped below the horizon we headed South, noting at 
least 5 more Short-eared Owls before turning for home. 

 
Mission Valley Field Trip 

Photo by Thomas Kallmeyer 
 

Town Bound Birding at Council Grove 
Typical March weather greeted us as we gathered in the 
parking lot at Council Grove State Park to search for early 
spring arrivals and resident species. Despite light 
precipitation birds were active, with Pygmy Nuthatches 
calling around the parking area and a breeding pair of 
American Kestrel perched to the East, as well as a flyover 
by a Sandhill Crane. We made our way through the grove 
of Ponderosa Pine to the Clark Fork River noting a 
foraging Townsend’s Solitaire and Dark-eyed Juncos. A 
pair of Tree Swallows fluttered overhead as we reached 
the bank of the river where we had excellent scope views 
of 3 hen and 2 drake Wood Ducks perched in a 
Cottonwood on the opposite bank. Wood Duck activity 
got quite intense, with groups in flight as well as a pair 
flushing from the river. We observed 15 Wood Ducks in 
total! As we made our way back to the parking lot, an 
Osprey flew over. We checked the nesting cavity in the 
large snag in the grove. We didn’t see the Great Horned 
Owl but there were fresh downy feathers at the opening. 
View the trip report on eBird: 
https://ebird.org/tripreport/501382   

mailto:birderweeks@gmail.com
https://ebird.org/tripreport/501382
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News From Montana Audubon 
 

 
Wings Across the  
Big Sky Birding 
Festival Returns for 
Its 25th Year 
 
 

 
This summer, birders from across the country are invited 
to Kalispell, Montana, for the 25th Annual Wings Across 
the Big Sky Birding Festival, hosted by Montana Audubon 
and local partner Flathead Audubon Society. Taking place 
June 12–14, 2026, the festival celebrates the joy of birds, 
the wonder of Montana's landscapes, and the 
connections we share through nature. The weekend is 
packed with 30+ guided birding trips, two dinner 
banquets, a keynote presentation by HawkWatch 
International founder and former Montana Audubon 
Executive Director Steve Hoffman, and more! Field trip 
spaces are limited, so sign up soon for the best selection. 
 
Scholarships are available to help make the festival 
accessible to more participants. Flathead Audubon is 
offering up to 10 scholarships to cover festival 
registration for students, and Five Valleys Audubon 
Society is also offering scholarships to help cover festival 
costs, with priority given to FVAS members and Missoula-
area residents. Don't miss this milestone celebration of 
Montana's incredible birdlife. We hope to see you there! 
 
Register and learn more on the festival website: 
https://mtaudubon.org/events/wings-across-the-big-sky/ 

 
 
Montana Audubon Seeking Experienced Birders  
for Colonial Waterbird Surveys 
This year Montana Audubon is partnering with Montana 
Fish, Wildlife & Parks to carry out statewide surveys for 
colonial-nesting waterbirds. These surveys, which were 
last carried out in 2009-2011 (some sites were 
occasionally surveyed more recently), target about a 
dozen species of concern, including American White 
Pelican, Black, Common, Forster's and Caspian Terns, 
Franklin's Gull, Western Grebe, Great Blue Heron, White-
faced Ibis, Black-crowned Night Heron, and Eared and 
Horned Grebes. 
 
Most of the survey locations will be large National 
Wildlife Refuges and Wildlife Management Areas with 
breeding colonies on islands, lakeshores and in marsh 
vegetation, depending on the species. These sites 
include Benton Lake NWR, Browns Lake, Bowdoin NWR, 
Canyon Ferry WMA, Freezeout Lake, Medicine Lake 
NWR, Red Rock Lakes NWR, Ninepipes NWR (already 
assigned to a surveyor) and Arod Lake amongst others. 
 
It can be very challenging to count and identify large 
aggregations of colonial-nesting species, and some of the 
surveys will have to be carried out from boats or canoes, 
or from a long distance using spotting scopes, so we are 
looking only for experienced birders- preferably people 
who have carried out similar surveys in the past- who feel 
comfortable surveying most/all of our waterbird species, 
and are willing to travel to carry out 1-2 surveys per site. 
Montana Audubon can cover some of the travel cost.  
 
If interested, please email Bo Crees at 
bcrees@mtaudubon.org and be sure to describe any 
experience in carrying out similar surveys. 
 

American White Pelicans 
Photo by Bob Martinka

 

 

50th Anniversary Party  
_______ 

 
Five Valleys Audubon is celebrating our 50th year 
anniversary for the next several months.  On 
Saturday, May 30th, we are having a potluck at the 
Greenough Park Pavilion Shelter, located on Monroe 
Street, from noon to 5pm.  Bring your favorite dish 
to share with our membership, families, and friends. 
And bring your binoculars for birding in the park.  If 
you have questions, email info@fvaudubon.org. 
Hope to see you there! 
 

https://mtaudubon.org/events/wings-across-the-big-sky/
mailto:bcrees@mtaudubon.org
mailto:info@fvaudubon.org
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Welcome New Members 

 
Nancy Brown Linda Hoberg Brenda Holland 
Zona Lindemann Deborah Snyder Butch Toomey 
Melanie Trost Nancy Winslow Arlene Tande 
Randy Gage Klara Johnson Emily Bowman-Brown 
Debra Crawford Stephanie LaFlesch Geri Lincoln 
Hayley Miller Mary Mulcaire-Jones  

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.        

 

Join Five Valleys Audubon Society 
 
There are several ways to donate and support Five Valleys Audubon Society (FVAS). All options include the Birding Observer and allow you to 
participate in all chapter activities. *Help us reduce our $3,700 annual newsletter cost by signing up for email delivery. FV AS 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. 
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