CALENDAR

Sunday, September 6", 9:30am-
10:30am: Town Bound Birding goes to
Council Grove to look for riparian birds.
Meet the group at the Council Grove
State Park parking lot at 9:30 am. All
are welcome!

Tuesday, September 8t", 6 PM: The
board meeting will be held at the home
of FVAS President, Rose Leach. Please
email her for details at
president@fvaudubon.org.

Monday, September 14", 7 PM: Please
join us for our monthly chapter
meeting. Joel Maes will share photos
and stories from his recent Arctic
expedition. Details to the right.

Saturday, September 19", 10 AM:
Beginning Bird Walk at the Lee Metcalf
NWR. Meet at the Visitor’s Center and
expect two miles of level hiking.

Saturday, September 19" through
Sunday, September 20t": Will
McDowell will lead a two-day field trip
to observe owl banding and visit the
Jewel Basin Hawk Watch. Day one, the
group will visit the Owl Research
Institute's Northern Saw-whet Owl
banding station, eat dinner, and camp
at Finley Point State Park. Day two, the
group will hike the Jewel Basin Hawk
Watch to observe migrating raptors,
mountain goats, and scenic
panoramas.

A $10 donation is required. Transport
logistics will be emailed prior to
departure. Limited to 8 people.
Reserve your spot!
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Five Valleys Audubon Society Presents:
Into the Arctic with Joel Maes

Please join us on Monday, September 14, 2026, at 7 PM for our first chapter
meeting of the fall semester when our speaker will be Joel Maes presenting
his talk: Into the Arctic with Joel Maes.

Montana photographer Joel Maes’ lifelong love of wildlife has carried him to
some of the most breathtaking and remote landscapes on Earth. Maes will
share stunning photographs and firsthand stories from a recent expedition
to Baffin Island, including hikes across Bylot Island and journeys to the floe
edge, that dramatic frontier where land-fast sea ice gives way to the open
Arctic Ocean. It was here that Joel captured migratory seabirds in one of the
world’s premier northern wildlife sanctuaries.

Established in 1965, Bylot Island
Migratory Bird Sanctuary shelters
more than 70 species, including
one of the planet’'s largest
colonies of greater snow geese
alongside thick-billed murres and
black-legged kittiwakes. Public
access is tightly restricted,
making Maes’s images a truly
rare glimpse into this wild, hard-
to-reach world. He will also share
tales from Ellesmere Island deep in the Arctic Circle where he crossed paths
with Arctic wolves, muskox, ptarmigans, and a pair of elusive snowy owls
that outsmarted his camera.

Muskox
Photo by Joel Maes

Born in Bozeman and raised in Anaconda, Maes studied chemistry and
biology at the University of Montana, played rugby, and earned his DDS from
the University of Minnesota. After three years in the Navy, he practiced
dentistry in Helena for 41 years, all the while trying to improve his
photography skills. He says that although he’s been on a mission of self-
improvement since 3rd grade, his skills have only marginally improved as you
will see.

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 zoom.

https://umontana.zoom.us/j/9526386726
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Yellow-breasted Chat:
Is it Colonizing Missoula?
By William McDowell

At the “Wings Over Montana”
Audubon Bird Festival in early
June 2025, a field trip to Fort
Missoula Ponds encountered
a Yellow-breasted Chat singing
from a dense thicket of
hawthorn, willow and red-
osier dogwood along the
Bitterroot River. At first this appeared to be remarkable,
because chats are rarely seen in Missoula County.
Although these neo-tropical migrants breed throughout
large areas of eastern Montana, until recently birders in
Montana west of the Continental Divide encountered
them rarely, except at a few low-elevation locations such
as the Jocko River near Ravalli, where they have been
known to breed since 1901, according to Birds of
Montana (Marks, et.al.,2016).

But this observation at Fort Missoula Ponds was not the
only one in the Missoula Valley, for chats have been
reported at a variety of riparian sites during June and
July in the last few years around town, including Grant
Creek, Rattlesnake Creek and Mount Jumbo, and Maclay
Flat. Looking just a little farther south, chats have been
reported regularly in June-July from the MPG Ranch area
in the past few years, where a nest was found in the
Bitterroot floodplain in 2022 (Missoula County). The first
known nest in Ravalli County was found in 2011 near
Florence, and singing chats and their young have been
seen in Rye Creek, south of Darby, since 2018.

In 2026 at least two chats were singing on territory
during much of June and July at Kelly Island Fishing
Access Site along the Clark Fork River a couple miles west
of Reserve Street, where they were seen and heard by
many observers. It seems that this species is colonizing
a broader area of western Montana than previously
known. Could it be a function of climate, or is the
localized recuperation of dense shrubby thicket habitat
along streams and rivers a factor?

The “song” of the chat is unique, described as “...an
assortment of whistles, rattles, squawks, and catcalls
typically delivered from a dense thicket...” (Marks, 2016).
The song can be heard at any time of day, and not
infrequently in the middle of the night! The chat arrives
in Montana from its wintering grounds in Mexico and
Central America in mid- to late May, and they depart

southward in August. Chats breed in June and July in
Montana; so chats singing consistently this time of year
may be on breeding territories.

Chats are an odd bird, which, despite their larger size
and surprising unique vocalizations, were once classified
as “warblers.” But recent genetic studies helped classify
chats as their own genus and mono-typic family (genus
Icteria, family Icteriidae), which may be more closely
related to Bobolinks and meadowlarks than to wood-
warblers.

Although chats often skulk in thickets and are hard to
see, they can occasionally sing from exposed perches or
even sing in flight. This is a truly unusual songbird. In
coming years, we'll see whether it establishes itself as a
regular breeding bird in Missoula. Have fun looking and
listening for chats while birding next spring!!!

Town Bound Birding Waterworks Hill
By Rose Leach

May 17, 2025: Sixteen birders

strolled the Cherry Guich area of

Waterworks Hill for the Town

Bound birding trip in May. Thomas

Kallmeyer had a conflict, so Andrea

and Rose led the trip. We had a
nice morning with little wind and spring temperatures,
and had nice looks at most of the 38 species we found.
Some folks saw Lesser Goldfinch in the new and
improved parking lot before we started, so they had 39
species for the day.

Our group saw (or sometimes only heard) several
migrants, or species that would be moving to higher
elevations or other habitats, for the summer. That is,
these species generally are not found in the lower
riparian, grasslands, or shrublands of the Missoula valley
during summer. These included Hammond’s Flycatcher,
White-crowned Sparrow, Wilson’s Warbler, and Western
Tanager. We also observed species that commonly nest
in Cherry Gulch, such as Calliope Hummingbird, Northern
House Wren, and Lazuli Bunting.

In addition, we confirmed nesting Western Bluebirds on
our trip, because one of our knowledgeable participants
observed an adult bluebird carrying away a fecal sac
from a nest box. (Apologies, | did not learn your name,
but thanks for pointing this behavior out to the group.)
The Cornell Lab defines a Fecal Sac as “A clean, tough
mucous membrane containing the excrement of nestling
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birds”. The parents carry (in their bill) these sacs away
from the nest, to keep the area clean. Thus, seeing this
behavior confirms that a pair has successfully produced
young for the season. It is important to document
confirmed nesting whenever we observe it in the field.
Thus, we picked the appropriate breeding behavior code
in our eBird list for this species, rather than just writing
a text note about seeing the birds carrying a fecal sac.
We advise that you always pick the highest or best
breeding code for the behaviors you observe in the field.
It is easy to do, based on the drop-down list available in
eBird. It increases the value of our citizen science efforts
exponentially. You can find our eBird list for this trip at
https://ebird.org/checklist/S341054296.

Thanks to all our participants for a wonderful morning of
birding!

Prairie Birds at Judith Gap
By William McDowell

June 26-28, 2026: Eight stalwart Missoula birders
ventured out to central Montana over a rainy weekend
in late June, to explore for wildlife on the prairie. This
was Five Valleys Audubon Society's first field trip to the
Judith Gap area in central Montana, with a focus on
"prairie birds." We did some birding along our route on
Friday, June 26 (Browns Lake, Cutoff Road), then drove
through Helena and
Townsend to Harlowton.
From Harlowton we went
north on US Highway 191
to Judith Gap, and east on
Judith Gap Road to the
Timber Creek Campground
in the foothills of the Big
Snowy Mountains.

Timber Creek is a rustic US Forest Service campground
about 5 miles off Judith Gap Road with beautiful big
Douglas firs, aspens, and meadowsalong the stream. We
found Ovenbirds and Lincoln’s Sparrows singing near the
campground, saw 2 Red-headed Woodpeckers on the
road in, where we also heard Veeries singing.

On Saturday morning, we met our guide, Lauren Hatch,
a UM grad student, down at Judith Gap Road at 6 AM.
She led us east along the narrow paved road through
prairie, wheat fields, and a few riparian draws to the
Montana FWP’s Big Snowy Wildlife Management Area,
a gorgeous shortgrass prairie stretching over 5,600 acres
on the south slope of the Big Snowy range. True to our

guide’s prediction, we saw lots of singing Thick-billed
Longspurs in this habitat. Traveling back west towards
the town of Judith Gap we saw Marbled Godwits, Long-
billed Curlews, both light and dark phase Ferruginous
Hawks, Bobolinks, Lark Buntings, Chestnut-collared
Longspurs, and the elusive Sprague’s Pipit. While
listening to a pipit sing its song high in the air, one of our
party spotted the

bird straight overhead, flying and singing for five minutes
without stopping!

-

Our guide took us on a driving loop west of Judith Gap,
then south and east to Ryegate. North of Ryegate we
studied 3 Burrowing Owls in a prairie dog colony, then
headed back north towards our campground. There we
had superb views of Upland Sandpipers and more
longspurs, and some saw a Peregrine Falcon pluck a
longspur out of the air when it tried to mob the raptor!
Mammals were also abundant on the prairie, and we
had great close views of bull elk and long-tailed weasels,
as well as deer, pronghorns, jackrabbits, prairie dogs,
and others. Prairie and forest wildflowers were abundant
and beautiful.

The entire weekend was on and off rain, with some brief
periods of strong winds, even hail. But our hardy group,
ages 14 to 69, kept birding through it all. On the way
home Sunday, we swung by Benton Lake National
Wildlife Refuge, where we had more great views of
prairie and especially wetland birds, including Avocets,
Long-billed Curlews and nesting Black-necked Stilts.

We are grateful to Lauren who helped us find cool birds
and made sure we got to experience some of the most
pristine prairie habitat in central Montana. Our weekend
trip list included 114 birds.


https://ebird.org/checklist/S341054296

Birding Carl Hayden Ranch
By Rose Leach

July 2, 2026: Ten birders met to bird the
Carl Hayden property. We try to bird
here several times throughout the year,
and it always provides some new
information for us. On this trip we found
a new species for the site— a Pied-billed
Grebe, which was a recently fledged young bird, perhaps
indicating they nested at the property. We were also
lucky enough to find the Barn Owl, which eBird records
suggest successfully nested on the property as well. We
are not sure where the actual nest was located—perhaps
in a large cottonwood with an appropriate structure or
cavity, or in one of the many scattered outbuildings on
the property.

Interestingly, we found that the Barn Owl was roosting
with a Great Horned Owl on the 2nd floor of the barn
during our visit. We knew that Great Horned Owls used
the barn, because we had seen them entering the
structure during one of our earlier visits this year. We
also knew that Barn Owls used the barn as well. Ace
photographer Steve Flood got pictures of both species
exiting the top peak of the barn in quick succession, as
folks inside the barn walked up the stairs. You can see
all of the species we found on this visit on our eBird list
at https://ebird.org/checklist/S368734501.

Earlier this summer, to promote continued Barn Owl
nesting, Jim Brown made a nest box and installed it in
the barn. We know that the species was there last
winter, because it was sighted during our Christmas Bird
Count in December 2025. We hope that the bird (or
birds) can remain there again this year.

We also found several Bobolinks again on this trip,
although high water kept us from walking the portion of
the property where Bobolinks are more concentrated.
This wet grassland obligate species is increasingly
difficult to find in the Missoula valley, so we are always
glad to find the bird at this site.

This ranch is private property, but the landowner
generously lets us bird the site throughout the year. He
usually accompanies us on our visits and shows interest
in the birds that we find and any conservation ideas we
have for his varied habitats. We are lucky to have such
thoughtful and careful land stewards and partners in
conservation in the Missoula Valley. Thanks, Carl!

Town Bound Birding along the Clark Fork
By Thomas Kallmeyer

July 11, 2026: Our group of 14 met at 8 PM in McCormick
Park to check the Osprey nest there and then took a
leisurely stroll upstream along the Clark Fork to the
Beartracks Bridge, pausing frequently to note and
identify different birds. In an hour and a half, we
observed 18 species, including six Osprey and 2 Common
Nighthawks. We spent some time discussing
woodpecker identification, differentiation between
sparrows and swifts on the wing, and behavior of
waterfowl! species along the Clark Fork. The group was
quite social, and a good time was had by all, helped along
by a wonderful sunset. View our trip report on eBird:
https://ebird.org/tripreport/566455

2026 Birdathon
By Larry Weeks

Over the years, | have developed a large list of faithful
donors to the Chapter’s Birdathon. My voice is easily
recognized over the phone and immediately after |
identify myself, participants know it is time to pledge to
the Birdathon. In place of a flat pledge, people can
pledge so much per bird which provides an incentive to
identify as many birds as possible by Birdathon teams.
This year, the bird list totaled 152 species which were
derived from a Chapter field trip to Freezout Lake and
Benton Lake, a “big day” effort by Will McDowell and
Alex Kearney, and Poody McLaughlin’s team. The total
contributions from this effort totaled $12,151 from 138
donors. This is the largest amount that we have ever
raised. This money will be used to support conservation
easements and hopefully to assist the City of Missoula in
developing a wildlife management plan for the gravel pit
ponds south of Target Range School.

Once again, | wish to thank all of our donors for their
generous support.


https://ebird.org/checklist/S368734501
https://ebird.org/tripreport/566455

Continuing Shorebird Surveys
By Rose Leach

For the past three years, Five Valleys Audubon Society
has participated in shorebird surveys sponsored by the
Intermountain Bird Observatory and Boise State
University. Surveys occurred during the spring and fall at
selected sites throughout the west. The Chapter, with
help from our member and bird scientist Stan Senner,
has decided to continue our part of these surveys, to
better understand shorebird movements and important
habitats during migration in our area.

Because the fall period was more productive for us, we
have decided to adjust our surveys to conduct 3 fall
surveys, and include periods later in the season, vs the
single August survey we did for the Bird Observatory.
We are planning 1 survey each during the last week of
Aug, and the first 2 weeks of September.

We completed the August survey
for 2 sites: Ninepipe and other
scattered wetlands near Kicking
Horse and Charlo. The Ninepipe
group (5 people) ran into very high
water this year, which decreased
our ability to see all of the shoreline. Nevertheless, we
found 10 species and 359 individual shorebirds, mostly
Wilson'’s Snipe (152) and Killdeer (92). Of note, we had
1 somewhat large (24 birds) group of Lesser Yellowlegs,
which is considered a vulnerable species, in large part
due to high numbers that are hunted from their winter
grounds in Central and South America.

The Kicking Horse and other wetland group (3 people)
also had high water, but they found good conditions in
some extensively flooded fields in the area. They found
13 shorebird species, including 1 group of 125 Lesser
Yellowlegs. They had several species that the Ninepipe
group did not, such as Pectoral, Solitary, and Stilt
Sandpipers, and Wilson's Phalarope. The Ninepipe group
found Semipalmated Plover, which was a species not
found by the Kicking Horse group.

If you would like to participate in a shorebird survey,
we can accommodate a few individuals to accompany
our experienced sector bosses if arrangements are made
in advance. The dates picked depend on weather and
are finalized a few days in advance of the survey. You
can contact Rose (president@fvaudubon.org) or Thomas
(thomas@fvaudubon.org) for further information.

Beginning Bird Walk
By Larry Weeks

Editor’s Note: This article was
inadvertently omitted from an
earlier issue and is being shared now.

The January 17th beginning bird walk was blessed with
another mild winter day; temperatures in the mid-30s,
sunshine, no wind, and no snow on the ground. Pond 5
was almost completely frozen over and Pond 6 had
about 25% open water. About 15 swans drew our
immediate attention because the large white birds are
so obvious. Several of the swans were sleeping but all
the swans with their heads up were identified as
Trumpeter Swans. There were large numbers of
Gadwalls, Green-winged Teal, Northern Pintails, and
Ring-necked Ducks. There was also a pair of Barrow's
Goldeneyes; the male with a white crescent on the head
and the female with a totally orange bill. There was a
flock of Red-winged Blackbirds by the Visitor Center, and
they were starting to sing already. Pond 8 had several
Hooded Mergansers and at least one Common
Merganser. We heard the Virginia Rail in its usual
location. Other birds along Pond 8 were 2 American
Kestrels, a Marsh Wren and more swans. Birds at the
Wildlife Viewing Area included a Belted Kingfisher,
White-breasted Nuthatches, Black-capped Chickadees,
Red Crossbills, and an American Dipper. There were 27
participants on the field trip, and we had 26 bird species
and 3 porcupines.

At the end of the hike on the Kenai Trail, Chris & Pam
Scranton met the group in the parking lot to report a
White-fronted Goose with about 200 Canada Geese
west of the Bell Crossing near Victor. Four people from
the bird walk went and saw the White-fronted Goose.

Important Member Information

To donate to Five Valleys Audubon Society, please visit our
website at: https://fvaudubon.org/make-a-donation/

To get our newsletter and other birding news
electronically, save trees and reduce printed 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.
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