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A Challenging Eagle
Migration Count in the

Big Belts
November 14, 2017

Program begins 7:00 p.m.
Doors Open at 6:30 p.m.

Plymouth Congregational Church
 400 South Oakes Street

Counting the fall migration of raptors in the Big 
Belt Mountains can be exhilarating and 
challenging. The two hardy primary observers for 
the Golden Eagle Migration Survey (GEMS), Jeff
Grayum and Hilary Turner, will describe the 
excitement of seeing a record 359 migrating 
Golden Eagles in one day, as well as the 
challenges they faced - including 18 inches of 
snow on their first day at camp at 7,400 feet and 
continuing bouts of wind, cold, and snow. Their 
talk will detail raptor migration in the Big Belt 
Mountains, with an emphasis on the most 
abundant species, the Golden Eagle. They will 
discuss differences in the weather, birds, and their
general experiences compared to the previous two
survey seasons. They will compare this year's bird
numbers with counts in other years and at other 
sites. 
Jeff Grayum, returning for a second year as a 
GEMS observer, was born in Costa Rica and 
raised in St. Louis, Missouri. He attended 

Humboldt State University in California, where 
he earned his BS in biology. From January to July
2017 Jeff worked in Puerto Rico, searching for 
breeding Puerto Rican Sharp-shinned Hawks and 
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Last Chance Chat 
L a st  C h a n ce  Au d u b on  Socie t y p r om ot e s 

u n d er st a n d in g , r esp ect  a n d  en joym en t  of  b i r d s 
a n d  t h e  n a t u r a l  w or ld  t h r ou g h  ed u ca t ion ,  

h a b i t a t  p r ot ect i on  a n d  e n vi r on m en t a l  
a d voca cy.

   

Hilary Turner. Photo by Hilary Turner.

Jeff Grayum. Photo by Hilary Turner.



monitoring their nests and reproductive success. 
Hilary Turner grew up in Helena, Montana with 
an intense passion for natural history, especially 
birds. She has a degree in Wildlife Biology from 
the University of Montana. Hilary has a variety of
experience in field biology, including work as a 
raptor monitor at the Rim Rock Energy Facility in
Montana. She spent the summer of 2017 as a nest 
researcher in the sage on the Jonah Natural Gas 
Field of western Wyoming.

“I’ve never seen one in the wild.”  I was stunned.  The speaker was a woman holding a mature Golden 
Eagle, “Deschutes”, on her glove, shortly after the “Raptors” program at the Portland Zoo in August, 
2017.  

Moments before, as we sat on the terraced lawn late one sunny morning, the handler on stage 
announced that the next raptor would arrive from behind us.  We turned to witness the large, brown 
eagle with a 7-foot wingspan take flight and glide effortlessly over our heads to the stage and onto her 
glove with a thunk.  It was an awe-inspiring moment for me, personally.

“You need to come to Montana!” I told her, wishing I had a business card to hand her. I briefly told her 
of our Golden Eagle Migration Survey, and our past two years of seeing over 2600 golden eagles each 
season. The woman handling “Deschutes” told me that is her dream.

We have a rare gem of an observation site in the Big Belt Mountains.  Our official observers, with 
critical help from two Forest Service observers each week, count ALL migrating raptors, with the 
Golden Eagle being the primary focus of the GEMS project.  With help from visitors in spotting the 
migrants and photographing the falcons, buteos, accipiters, and eagles migrating by or slowing to 
“mob” the decoy owl, we increase our accuracy for this scientific study, documenting the health of 
these apex predators.

We appreciate our primary observers, Hilary Turner and Jeff Grayum; the Forest Service observers, 
Erin Brekstad and Shaun Hyland; the GEMS Committee members, comprised of the four partners; field
trip volunteers; and business and personal supporters. 

Working together makes this project a success.  We couldn’t do it any other way.

Thank YOU for your support of the 2017 GEMS project!

Janice Miller
President, LCAS

New Website
After a lot of hard work, our new and improved website is live! The address is the same as the old: 
http://www.lastchanceaudubon.org/.
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Sunset near the GEMS site by Shane Sater

http://www.lastchanceaudubon.org/


December Program: Date and Venue Change
Please note the following changes for our upcoming December program: it will be held at Plymouth 
Congregational Church, 400 S Oakes St., on December 13, a Wednesday. 

Jim Robbins of Helena, the author of the newly published and popular book The Wonder of Birds, 
will be our speaker. Robbins' book explores the many ways that birds are vital to the planet and to the 
human experience. The Wonder of Birds will be available for purchase and signing at this program. 

Fall Fundraiser
During the November and December program meetings, Last Chance
Audubon will be hosting our annual fall fundraiser.  Proceeds from this
year’s fundraiser will support the Golden Eagle Migration Survey
(GEMS) project.  Donations will allow us to continue to partner with
Montana Audubon, USFS, and FWP in our collective efforts to census
migrating raptors in the Big Belt Mountains. 
This year an anonymous donor has offered to make a matching donation
to the project.  The donor has graciously offered up to $2000 in matching
funds!  Please help us achieve our goal of receiving the entire matching
grant.  Your efforts help support field technician hiring, housing, fuel costs (propane and generator 
fuel), final report preparation, and data gathering equipment.
Please make your checks payable to Montana Audubon (LCAS/GEMS in the memo line) and bring 
them to either meeting.  Can’t make the meetings?  No problem!  Just log into eaglemigration.org, 
select the DONATE button, and then under “Gift Designation” drop down box, select GEMS – Golden 
Eagle Migration Project. Please use the “Gift Notes” box to identify your donation as LCAS/GEMS.  
All donations are 100% tax deductible and donors will receive a tax donation receipt.  Thank you in 
advance for your incredibly generous support! See you at the November (or December) meeting!

Black Swifts: Training the Citizen's Eye
The summer of 2017 was a historic time in our learning about where the little-known Black Swift nests 
in Montana, in no small part due to the efforts of volunteers who put in over 400 hours of time in the 
field. This phenomenal collaboration between scientists and birders will be continuing in 2018. What 
sort of training is needed to effectively survey for swifts? What characteristics are important for Black 
Swift nesting habitat? Amy Seaman of Montana Audubon has answers to these questions and more in 
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Wonderful Birds: American Tree Sparrow by Bob Martinka Clark's Nutcracker with Ponderosa Cone by Shane Sater

https://www.eaglemigration.org/


her article about Black Swift survey trainings: 
http://mtaudubon.org/wpcontent/uploads/2017/
09/BLSW-training_2017-FINAL.pdf. Is hiking to
waterfalls, searching for rare birds, and contributing
to conservation your “cup of tea”? Stay tuned for
2018 volunteer opportunities!

-- Shane Sater

Montana Audubon's 
New Director
In July, Montana Audubon, one of the largest
conservation organizations in the state, appointed
Larry Berrin as the new Executive Director. An avid
birder, Berrin has dedicated his career of more than
25 years to conservation science and environmental
education in multiple states including Pennsylvania, Vermont, and
Oregon. 

Fred Weisbecker, President of the Board of Directors, had this to say
about Berrin's appointment: “After an exhaustive search, he was our
unanimous pick. We all look forward to Larry leading the organization,
working with staff and active Audubon chapters on bird conservation,
nature education, and policy work promoting birds and habitat
protection.”

Berrin comes to Montana Audubon from Asbury Woods Partnership in
Erie, Pennsylvania. As President and CEO, he led a major acquisition
of the 205-acre Asbury Woods and Nature Center, which included
securing over $1.3 million in government grants, representing some of
the largest acquisition grants ever awarded to Erie County. During his
tenure, he helped launch a $4.5 million capital campaign with $3.6
million raised to date.

Previously, Berrin has held several other leadership positions for organizations such as the Oregon 
Department of Forestry, Discover Your Northwest, and National Audubon.

“I’m so excited to be joining such a talented staff and an equally dedicated Board of Directors to help 
build on our conservation legacy in Montana,” said Berrin. “I look forward to enhancing our role as a 
leader in the conservation of native birds, other wildlife and natural ecosystems and continuing to 
expand our impact through our policy work in Helena, conservation education programs at the 
Montana Audubon Center in Billings, grassroots efforts in communities throughout the state, and 
partnership opportunities with volunteer-run National Audubon chapters.”

The View from Sevenmile Creek: October
Dull green alder leaves rain down against a crisp blue sky. A flock of Black-capped Chickadees works 
its way downstream, one bird grasping a tiny twig and probing an open alder cone.
I can't help but feel sad as so many of the birds I got to know this summer and fall dwindle and leave.
White-crowned and Lincoln's Sparrows, warblers, and American Pipits seem to have moved on.
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Larry Berrin. Photo: MT Audubon

Evaluating a Waterfall at a Training Session. Photo by
Jeff Van Tine.

http://mtaudubon.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/BLSW-training_2017-FINAL.pdf
http://mtaudubon.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/BLSW-training_2017-FINAL.pdf


The increasingly skeletal shrubs along Sevenmile Creek are the quietest they've been since late March.
The flocks of American Robins and small groups of Townsend's Solitaires are no longer in evidence, 
and only a few of the Chokecherries they were harvesting remain.
I spot two tiny specks circling over the Scratchgravel Hills.
Then there are four, then six - Golden Eagles rising on
bubbles of hot air, streaming south, then circling more.
What a surprise! The most impressive raptor days here - up
to 11 Golden Eagles on one survey - have coincided with
phenomenal counts in the hundreds at the GEMS site high
in the Big Belts. Are the eagles over Sevenmile Creek ones
that have been blown off the ridge updraft highways? Do
they pass here every fall? I wonder how many are flying so
high that I'm missing them altogether. I see other raptors
here, too - Red-tailed Hawks, American Kestrels, Rough-
legged Hawks hunting the fields, then moving on.
I find tufts of silky-soft mammal hair scattered around an alder, with recent whitewash and part of a 
very large pellet underneath. A still-living Mountain Cottontail motionless under a tangle nearby 
suggests the prey - and could a Golden Eagle have been the hunter? Or has the Great Horned Owl that 
flushed from the alders a few weeks ago stayed around?
Winter approaches and surprises continue. What will this next month bring?

-- Shane Sater
GEMS Field Trips Report
The path up to the GEMS Radio Tower observation site is long and arduous, especially this year with 
abundant snow from the first day of the count. In spite of the tricky conditions, the five hearty field trip 
participants and two leaders hiked up the hill, at elevation, and delighted to witness numerous Golden 
Eagles fly past in migration.  Four additional participants and two leaders at the lower Vista Point site 
reported awe and wonder at the flight of eagles from their vantage point.  A week later, seven 
participants and two leaders thrilled at counting 30+ Golden Eagles, and ten additional migrating 
raptors, from a location just half-way up Duck Creek Pass Road.  It’s an unforgettable spectacle, 
regardless of the weather and associated challenges. Barring unmanageable wintry conditions, the 
observation site will be open through November 10, and visitors are welcome. We request that pets stay
behind so that the observers can focus on their work. 
For directions to the site, visit https://www.eaglemigration.org/join.

-- Janice Miller

Thank You to Donors for Supporting GEMS – 2017
On behalf of the Golden Eagle Migration Survey (GEMS), we extend a tremendous THANK YOU 
to the following businesses who have given generous support to the GEMS project for the 2017 fall 
migration survey.  

Action Print   •   Birds & Beasleys   •   Bison Engineering   •   Bob Wards  
       Capital Sports   •   First Community Bank   •   McGlynn Plumbing & Heating

       Montana Canvas   •   Montana Outdoor Sports   •   Mountain Bike City  
       Mystery Ranch   •   Patagonia – Dillon   •   The Floor Show

--GEMS partners (LCAS, Montana Audubon, Montana FWP, and USFS)
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Sevenmile Creek in October by Shane Sater

https://www.eaglemigration.org/join


Another Helena Gem                       
On October 17, local birders Sunny Hill, Brad Robinson,
and Amanda Wilkey were startled to find a small
warbler-like bird flitting about at their workplace. Wilkey
was able to get a couple of iPhone shots of the bird,
which Robinson posted on the Montana Birder’s
Facebook page. Soon they were inundated with
responses that they had located an unusual Helena fall
migrant - a first year female Magnolia Warbler!   While
Magnolia Warblers do migrate through Montana
occasionally, they are not common, and a search of the
eBird database revealed that this bird may be a first for
Lewis and Clark County, though an adult male Magnolia
Warbler was found dead in Helena in 1998 (University of Montana Zoological Museum). This bird 
represents a record late migration date for Magnolia Warbler in the state - the previous late date was 
October 11. According to Robinson, the warbler spent a lot of time in a mountain-ash and two crab 
apples, flitting around and apparently gleaning insects. It also frequented a dense willow thicket. He 
last saw it on the evening of October 19. Magnolia Warblers migrate at night, and perhaps it flew on 
before the stormy weather of October 20.
Long Journey to Helena
Sometime this summer in a rough basket of twigs and grasses, perhaps low near the trunk of a dense 
spruce sapling, a thumbnail-sized whitish egg speckled with red cracked open and this warbler's life 
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Not a Golden: Young Bald Eagles like this one are seen passing by the GEMS site too, though in much
lower numbers than the Goldens. Note the massive bill. Photo by Bob Martinka.

Magnolia Warbler in Helena by Bob Martinka



began. At first it was damp, mostly naked, and could not see. Like its three or so siblings, it was totally 
dependent on its parents for protection, shelter, and a nutritious diet of caterpillars and other 
invertebrates. The warbler grew incredibly and somehow survived the dangers of Red Squirrels, 
weasels, and jays. Just a week and a half after hatching, it was flying on its own, though its parents still 
fed it. There are many mysteries in this story. How did it end up on the outskirts of Helena, Montana? 
Where was it born? What was its journey like on the way? Why was it so far west, so late in the fall? 
Magnolia Warblers winter from southern Mexico to Panama. Now, in November, is this bird still alive? 
Will it weather storms and radio towers with flashing lights? Next year, will it come back to the boreal 
forest and breed? Most likely, we will never know the answers to these questions. I wish it well on its 
journey.

-- Stephen Turner and Shane Sater

Avocet Parade
On an early May day, Nancy Matheson was
kayaking with friends along the Missouri River
between Townsend and Toston. When they
stopped for lunch on an island, she spotted a
group of avocets along a gravel bar and got this
photo. Avocets nest in Montana near shallow
wetlands, mostly east of the Continental Divide. 

Membership Report 
Please welcome Last Chance Audubon Society new members: Ruth Swenson, Ron Wiens, Candace 
and William West, and Ann Lauer.
Sincere thanks to Last Chance renewing members: Sara Toubman, James & Sue Ann Stanger, Gary 
& Sandra Barker, and Nevin & Roberta Guderian.
LCAS MEMBERSHIP: A new membership or renewal is $15 per household and is current for one 
year, January 1st through December 31st. Please be sure we receive all your correct contact information 
by filling out a registration form located either in this newsletter or printed from 
www.lastchanceaudubon.org.   Please send completed registration form and your $15 check to: LCAS, 
PO Box 924, Helena, MT  59624.
PRINTED and ELECTRONIC NEWSLETTERS: We want all of our members to stay informed 
about chapter news and happenings. If you do not have access to email, staying current with your 
chapter membership to Last Chance Audubon Society guarantees that you will continue to receive a 
printed version of our newsletter. If you do have email access, please help us keep printing costs to a 
minimum and opt to receive our newsletter electronically. Those dollars we save will be spent for 
important bird habitat, education and outreach. Thank you.
NAS MEMBERSHIP: If you would like National Audubon Society membership information or to 
renew with them, please direct an email to www.  customerservice@audubon.org or contact them 
directly by phone at 1-844-428-3828. We are unable to forward memberships to National Audubon. 

--Sharon Dewart-Hansen, Membership Chair
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American Avocets by Nancy Matheson, Helena
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