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Sevenmile Creek:
Stories of
Helena’s Birds
Tuesday, February 11,
2020

Program begins 7:00 p.m.
Cookies and Conversation 6:30 – 7:00

Northern Shrike by Shane Sater.

Montana WILD
2668 Broadwater Ave.
FREE - All Are Welcome
At the Sevenmile Creek stream restoration
site, a few miles outside of Helena, the stories
of birds make up a calendar of the year. In
March the sun reflects intensely from the last
patches of wet snow, and a brilliant yellow
Western Meadowlark sings the coming of
spring from a high perch. Late May finds six
species of swallows darting over a pond,
feeding on an insect hatch. A Northern Shrike
perches on a twig over a crisp January stream,
searching for voles.

Spring at Sevenmile Creek by Shane Sater.

Stories such as these are part of the essence of
Helena, a particular fingerprint of seasons,
birds, and landscape that is unique to our
home. For the past two and a half years,
naturalist and Carroll College student Shane

Sater has been watching these stories unfold at
Sevenmile Creek. Paralleling a recent
presentation at Carroll College, Shane will tell
the story of this landscape of grassland,
thicket, and stream through the birds that live
here. Please come to celebrate our shared
home and get ready for spring through a
glimpse into the lives of these remarkable
birds.
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Winter. Everything slows down. Fall migration has ended and spring migration won’t start for a
couple of months. Except for the magpies and Canada Geese the birding world seems very
quiet. The reservoirs, lakes, and some streams are frozen. The cold weather takes away the food
source for the cormorants, pelicans, swallows, and warblers, so they are absent.
But then you hear of a raptor or an uncommon
bird being sighted, and off you go to find it. You
round up a friend or two and go looking together,
and you’re amazed at the list of birds you find,
whether you find the uncommon one or not. More
eyes – more birds; more people – more fun.
While you’re out you might find other amazing
things. Like one of the ranchers’ cows who walks
just in front of the Northern Shrike that you’re
intently photographing. The shrike doesn’t move.
The cow stops, turns her head towards the
camera, and smiles. She even has a bit of straw
drooping from her mouth. PHOTO-BOMB!
Perchance you are fortunate to spy a Northern
Harrier dropping to the ground and taking off
again with a little vole or mouse in her clutches.
Or another harrier ushering a Red-tailed Hawk
out of her territory.

Cow posing with Northern Shrike. Photo by
Janice Miller.

Even when it’s snowing and you think you
should go home, you may find a Red-tailed Hawk
or two, hunting for breakfast, and really not
giving a whit about what the weather is doing.
Perhaps, in search of a reported goshawk sighted
at the Fairgrounds, you thrill to see a flock of
waxwings take wing together, leaving you
standing in awe as they circle, turning in unison,
speed over the trees, and are gone again.

Mixed flock of Cedar and Bohemian Waxwings.
Photo by Janice Miller.

It’s winter. Everything slows down. And yet many birds are here and still need to eat. Plus,
there are other amazing things to find around the next corner, out in the Prickly Pear Valley we
call ‘home’. Besides the birds, spending time with friends, surrounded with magnificent
Montana views and an occasional bovine surprise, is a good cure for cabin fever.
Here’s to good birding in 2020.
-- Janice Miller

President, LCAS
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Christmas Bird Count Results
Thanks to everyone who helped with the LCAS Christmas Bird Count in December! We had a
total of 56 participants this year, down from a record high of 77 last year.
We had a total of 58 species on the count, down from
our yearly average of 63 and just above our all-time
low of 57. No Bohemian Waxwings were spotted on
the CBC, making the second year in a row of low
numbers for this species. Birders spotted six
additional species on Count Week, within three days
of the CBC: Ring-necked Pheasant, White-crowned
Sparrow, Bohemian Waxwing, Northern Goshawk,
Rusty Blackbird and a first-time ever Brown
Thrasher (check out photos here).
We had a total of 8,367 individual birds this year,
also down from our 15-year average of 11,195.

Green-winged Teal by Bob Martinka.

We did have all-time high counts for Trumpeter
Swan (40), Green-winged Teal (23), Redhead (35),
Ring-necked Duck (140), Red-tailed Hawk (18), Northern Shrike (17), and Blue Jay (23).
Check out the complete results here: https://www.lastchanceaudubon.org/wp-content/
uploads/2020/01/CBCCount2019-summ.pdf.
A Chance for Citizens to Test the Scientists
We all know climate is impacting birds. National Audubon’s 2019 Survival by Degrees report
highlighted just how dramatic those impacts could be, and we saw that climate change could
affect even our most common backyard birds.
Nearly half of all U.S. bird species could struggle to
adapt.
Fortunately, there is a way we can help make sense of
the changes around us: watching birds. Participating
in National Audubon’s newest community science
project, Climate Watch, will give scientists vital data
on how target species are faring in the 2020s,
information that will guide our most effective
conservation work and annually test the predictions of
the Survival By Degrees report.
American Goldfinch by Dan Ellison.

Initially, this project seeds to monitor nuthatches,
bluebirds, and goldfinches. Surveys will include point counts for target species (often just one
species at a time), and winter surveying takes place January 15 - February 15.
Contact Amy Seaman, Director of Policy & Science, aseaman@mtaudubon.org, or Carmen
Borchelt, Big Sky Watershed Corps, carmen@mtaudubon.org for more information. They will
work directly with you to figure out the best survey location and to help get you out the door.
Find out more about all of Montana Audubon’s citizen science projects here:
www.montanabirdsurveys.com. To learn more about Climate Watch, visit
https://www.audubon.org/conservation/climate-watch.
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Wings Across the Big Sky
Montana Audubon will host its 21st annual Wings
Across the Big Sky bird festival at the Yogo Inn
in Lewistown on June 5 – 7, 2020. This
longstanding event rotates around the state each
year and celebrates Montana’s native bird species,
typically drawing hundreds of wildlife enthusiasts
from across the state and beyond. Front and center
will be two days of field trips to destinations in
stunning central Montana, along with traditional
on-site festival activities such as a Friday keynote
speaker, interactive Saturday afternoon
presentations, Montana Audubon Conservation
Black-crowned Night Heron by Bob Martinka.
Awards, Cakes for Conservation auction, and
more.

NEW THIS YEAR! Montana Audubon planning an optional, pre-festival grassland science
conference Thursday and Friday, June 4 and 5, also to be held at the Yogo Inn. More
information will be forthcoming as planning proceeds. For more information, visit the outreach
section of Montana Audubon’s website, mtaudubon.org, or call 406-443-3949.
2019 Birdseed Sale Recap
Last Chance Audubon enjoyed another successful birdseed sale in 2019. 32 people purchased
880 pounds of seed, earning a total of $230 for chapter activities. Thanks to all of the
participants in this fundraiser and to Sandy Shull and her wonderful staff at Birds and Beasley's.
Registering to Vote in Montana
LCAS is committed to education, habitat
protection, and environmental advocacy for birds.
Legislation – such as the Migratory Bird Treaty
Act, the Land & Water Conservation Fund, and
the Endangered Species Act – plays an important
role.
To have your voice be heard for the birds, please
make sure you, your family, and friends take the
opportunity to register to vote before election day.
Montana’s requirements: each voter must be (1) a
citizen of the United States; (2) 18 years of age on
Franklin’s Gull by Nancy Ewer, one of the many
or before the next election; and (3) a Montana
birds protected by the Migratory Bird Treaty
resident for at least 30 days before the next
Act.
election.
Montana voter registration forms are available online (Google Montana Voter Registration
Form) or at the County Clerk and Recorder’s office. Registration takes about 2 minutes.
At https://app.mt.gov/voterinfo/ you can check: (1) if you are registered to vote; (2) your voter
registration address; (3) location & directions to your polling place; (4) mail-in ballot options;
(5) status of your mail-in ballot; and (6) a sample ballot.
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2020 LCAS Carroll Student Scholarship
Last Chance Audubon Society selected Kendall
Frederics, a Carroll College senior Environmental
Science major, to receive this year’s $1000 Carroll
student research grant for her proposal to assess the
potential risks of contracting West Nile Virus
depending on its prevalence within host bird species
and mosquito vectors. Certain birds serve as reservoirs
for the virus and allow for the continuation of infection
from one year to the next. Over the past two summers, Pinyon Jay by Bob Martinka. According to
the CDC, jays often die when they
15-minute bird point surveys were conducted at three
contract West Nile Virus.
Helena Valley sites where mosquito traps were set to
measure the prevalence of West Nile Virus. Preliminary statistical results show a correlation
between this bird survey data and eBird citizen science data. Further analyses may or may not
support these preliminary results, but if they do, this will provide further confirmation that
eBird data can be used as a reliable surrogate for field data. In addition to such findings, the
project is specific to the Helena Valley and can be used to assess the risk of the virus to
humans, livestock, and susceptible bird populations.

LCAS wants to thank Dr. Grant Hokit for his support in
developing and implementing this annual LCAS grant.
LCAS Board Meeting Highlights: January 9,
2020
Treasurer’s Report: Sue Jackson submitted a report on the
two LCAS accounts, Valley Bank and D.A. Davidson.
Total donations from fall fundraisers totaled $3,573.
Membership: Sharon Dewart-Hansen reported on new and
renewed LCAS memberships, noting there is still time to
renew for 2020.

Rusty Blackbird by Janice Miller.

Education report: Sumner reported that Kendall Frederics, a Carroll senior, has been selected
to receive the 2020 Carroll College $1000 grant. The board discussed ways to engage K-12
teachers, with emphasis on elementary schools.
Conservation: The board approved a letter to the Public Service Commission (PSC), written by
Brian Shovers on behalf of LCAS, objecting to the PSC plan to invest more in Colstrip rather
than using renewable, cleaner fuels sources such as wind and solar.
Jane Beasley Memorial Trail at Springwater Meadows State Park: Glenda Bradshaw
reported that the total estimated cost for labor and materials could be $9000 or higher. An FWP
grant is available with a January 31 deadline, but written project approval from Parks is needed
for the grant application.
Program and Publicity Committee Report: Liz Hiltunen submitted a description of
committee responsibilities and is looking for volunteers to help with some of these, including a
“Cookie Chair” to coordinate cookies for meetings. If interested, contact Liz.

Spring & Summer Field Trips: A schedule is being put together. If you have an idea for
leading one or more field trip(s), contact Janice Miller with location(s) and available dates.
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The View from Sevenmile Creek: Waiting for Spring
Note: The surveys on Sevenmile Creek are a collaboration between Last Chance Audubon Society (LCAS) and Prickly Pear Land Trust (PPLT).
PPLT acquired the Sevenmile property in 2016 for open space and habitat purposes. Stream restoration activities in the area a re ongoing, and
public access is not permitted at this time. PPLT provides access to LCAS volunteers specifically to conduct bird surveys and restoration
activities. Questions? Contact Nate Kopp, nate@pricklypearlt.org.

April 27, 2019. This story begins on the floodplain at
Sevenmile Creek, the bare earth holding the new stream
channel. Killdeer and Canada Geese call from the mudflats,
while Red-winged Blackbirds spread their wings in song
near the ponds. The stream is silty with runoff, and water
spreads across the floodplain. Eventually the flows subside,
leaving a mostly bare seedbed.
By late summer, the floodplain is vegetated, primarily by
non-native plants: kochia, intermediate wheatgrass,
whitetop, and Canada thistle. But a newly disturbed
floodplain is not just an opportunity for exotics; riparian
zones support an amazing diversity of native plants too.
Think of willows, cottonwoods, chokecherries, and golden
currants – cattails, bulrushes, jewelweed, and bugleweed –
Red-winged Blackbird by Shane Sater.
rushes, common reed, sedges, and stinging nettle.
Mulling over how I might volunteer to encourage native plants here, I am inspired by indigenous
practices such as those of the Blackfeet, on whose traditional territories I walk. Based on millennia of
close observation and experimentation, Native people continue to tend diverse communities of plants
and animals through thoughtful harvest, weeding, planting, fire, and other practices. Might I learn
from them? I begin paying attention to the clumps of native wild mint along the stream, weeding the
whitetop and cheatgrass around them. Sometimes I harvest a few sprigs for tea.
It’s July now, and a Spotted Sandpiper chick runs through the cattails that are shooting up around the
ponds, where Janice Miller and I scattered cattail seedheads in the spring. Cattail gives edible
vegetables for the muskrats and us, not to mention homes for ducks and blackbirds – and possibly
Soras and Marsh Wrens.
Fall comes, with so many ripening seeds. As I wander riparian corridors around Helena, plants offer
their seeds for this new floodplain. Showy milkweed: a food for monarch butterflies, and a delicious
vegetable at certain times of year. Dogbane: a giver of beautiful flowers that support a diversity of
insects, and of pithy stalks with strong brown fibers for string and rope. Goosefoot: an annual with
edible greens and seeds – the latter probably also appreciated by Song Sparrows and White-crowned
Sparrows. Giant goldenrod: a medicinal plant whose stem galls provide winter food for Downy
Woodpeckers.
This fall, the chokecherry crop is small at Sevenmile Creek, so I leave it for the waxwings, robins,
chipmunks, and black bears. But the bushes at Nature Park are loaded, and a few friends help me pick
a bucketful. After processing the cherries and drying them in the sun, I have some tasty fruit leather
to share – and two gallons of chokecherry seeds to plant at Sevenmile Creek.
Near Townsend, I harvest silver buffaloberries from gnarled small trees while a Ruby-crowned
Kinglet finds insects on the branches. According to the U.S. Forest Service, Cedar Waxwings and
Sharp-tailed Grouse are among the birds that eat these tart, tasty fruits. I eat them too, but spit out the
seeds and plant them in the floodplain.
October. A hard frost hits, withering all the leaves. The dormant season is upon us. The golden
currants at Sevenmile Creek are bare, and the flavorful orange fruits that the Gray Catbirds and Cedar
Waxwings fed on in July are only a memory. I harvest dormant cuttings and plant them near the
creek, hoping they’ll take root in the moist soil.
Now, I wait. Thousands of seeds and cuttings are waiting too, metabolizing slowly in the floodplain
through this resting season. More bags of seeds wait for spring in a drawer in my room, and I return
home from most winter birding adventures with a few more.
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The seeds wait patiently for spring, as seeds have for many thousands of years. Maybe I can learn
from them, these beings who are much more patient than I. I am excited for spring. As the ground
thaws and the Yellow-rumped Warblers return, I imagine seeds germinating, cuttings sending down
roots. Milkweed and dogbane, chokecherry and buffaloberry, golden currant and goosefoot and
goldenrod. Will they grow here? Will any of them grow? I have much to learn and nothing is certain.
Except that as the winter fluctuates between mild and frigid, the plants are waiting with us, patient
seeds and cuttings along a half-frozen creek.

Membership Report
Please welcome Last Chance Audubon Society new members: Greg & Cindy Asbury, Jeffrey
Bisko, Betsy Griffing, Grant Hokit, Janis & Jim Horan, Erin Keefe, Dave & Patty Mott, Tara Rice,
Sandy Standley, Rick & Nancy Tuber, Jeff Van Tine, Elizabeth Walton, Thomas Butts, Robert
O’Leary, Elaine Pfund, and Bill & Nancy Wells.
Sincere thanks to Last Chance renewing members: Marilyn Atkins, Bonnie Bowler, Len &
Concetta Eckel, Constance Fiske, Carolyn Fox, Cristian Frazza, Mary Anne Guggenheim, Liz
Hiltunen, Sue Jackson, Gail Kuntz & Terry Wheeling, Jo Lace & Brian Shovers, Earl McCurley, Slim
& Sharon Miller, Janice Miller, Gail Moser, Jonathan & Lorna Motl, Bruce & Sue Newell, Candida
Quinn, Bill Rainey, Clifford Sheets, Sandy Shull, Leslie Smith, Pete Strazdas, Ginny Talley, Sara
Toubman & Cedron Jones, Kathy Van Hook, Rich Wirak, Hugh Zackheim, Mike Butzlaff, Alan
Davis, Sharon & Doug Hansen, Joe & Laurie Lamson, Kurt Olofson, Neal & Mary Ruedisili, Shane
Sater, and Sumner Sharpe.
Please also welcome National Audubon Society new members: Gretchen Bingman, Sandra
McIntyre, Sally Angrove, Jean Stromnes, Steven Helwig, William Wells, James Kavajecs and Dan
Sullivan.
Sincere thanks to National Audubon Society renewing members: John Andrew, Kristin Bakula,
Don Bishop, William Bucher, Creede Caldwell, Robert Caldwell, Barbara Cooper, Lu Driessen,
James Driggers, Jim Erickson, Justina Fedorchuk, Richmond Franklin, William Gallea, Cary Lund,
Kathy Major, Earl McCurley, Denise Pennington, George Pierce, John Potter, Jorge Ramirez, Derik
Reed, Vicki Rice, Robert Shepard, Jay Simons, Tim Speyer, Ellen Taylor, Margaret Hubber, Ann
Bauchman, Andrea Rankin, Jane Koehl, Terry Copenhaver, Eva Clark, Bill Davis, Felicia Head,
Carol Shope, Cherri Murphy, Mark Murphy, Nancy Nicholson, Gail Moser, Bob Martinka, Ken
Swingley, and R. Putsch.
LCAS MEMBERSHIP: A new membership or renewal is $15/$25 per household (see below) and is
current for one year, January 1 through December 31. You can join and/or renew by using our
website’s online MEMBERSHIP button. Please be sure we receive all your correct contact
information. If you do not have access to the website you can join or renew 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 (or $25 check if you wish to get the newsletter
in hardcopy) to: LCAS, PO Box 924, Helena, MT, 59624. If you are not sure if you are up to date
with your membership, please feel free to email the Membership Chair to verify.
PRINTED and ELECTRONIC NEWSLETTERS: We want all 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, but due to increased printing costs, we will be asking for an
additional $10 for processing. See above. 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 customerservice@audubon.org or contact them directly by
phone at 1-844-428-3826. We are unable to forward memberships to National Audubon.
-- Sharon Dewart-Hansen, Membership Chair, smdewarthansen@charter.net

-7-

First-Class
Postage
Required
Helena MT 59601

Last Chance Audubon Society
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Helena, MT 59624

Support LCAS through a donation or
membership today!

https://www.facebook.com/lastchanceaudubon
Website: https://www.lastchanceaudubon.org/
LCAS BOARD
PRESIDENT: Janice Miller,
439-5762, jan2854@gmail.com
SECRETARY: Brian Shovers, 4436640, sholace0848@gmail.com
TREASURER: Sue Jackson, 4434486, suejacksonmt@gmail.com
WEBSITE/BOARD:Stephen Turner,
521-0000, turnstonest@gmail.com
EDUCATION/BOARD: Sumner
Sharpe, mtnutmeg@gmail.com
NEWSLETTER/BOARD: Shane
Sater, 208-597-0488,
shsater@gmail.com
MEMBERSHIP/BOARD: Sharon
Dewart-Hansen, 422-4546,
smdewarthansen@charter.net
BOARD AT LARGE: Coburn Currier,
clcurrier@hotmail.com
BOARD AT LARGE: Bob Martinka,
449-3313, rmartink@aol.com
BOARD AT LARGE: Jo Lace, 4436640
BOARD AT LARGE: Glenda
Bradshaw, bradshaw@mt.net
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LCAS COMMITTEE CHAIRS/
CONTACTS
Birdseed Sale: Sue Jackson &
Sandy Shull, 443-4486 or 4490904
Christmas Bird Count: Coburn
Currier, clcurrier@hotmail.com
Conservation: Brian Shovers,
443-6640,
sholace0848@gmail.com
Monthly Program: Sandy Shull
& Liz Hiltunen, 449-0904 or 2275492
Publicity: Liz Hiltunen, 227-5492,
lhiltunen@q.com
Meeting Set-up: Doug Hansen,
mthusker@charter.net
Field Trips: open
Habitat: open
MT Audubon State Office: 4433949

