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If You Can’t Travel,
Bird Local
Guest President’s Perch
by Coburn Currier

In the past 20 years, almost every aspect of
birdwatching has seen incredible growth. Optics
have become more accessible, better quality,
and less expensive. Field guides have been
produced for most places on the planet and they
are also better quality, more comprehensive, and
easier to use. Internet tools like eBird and social
media outlets have made tracking birds,
entering observations, and sharing sightings
with others an easy and everyday possibility.
Black-billed Magpie by Bob Martinka.
Just yesterday, I read about a Bar-tailed Godwit
that was tracked by scientists via GPS from Alaska to New Zealand… nonstop! Even access to
far-off and exotic places has opened up with ecotours and lodges catering to birdwatchers and
with the ever-increasing connectedness of the global community of birders. It is a wonderful
time to explore the world, the beauty of birds, and the passion of watching them.
However, 2020 and the COVID-19 pandemic have proven to be challenging and difficult for
everyone who loves to discover new places and new birds. Travel to those far-away places is
now unreachable. Grounded flights, social distancing concerns, and stay-at-home orders have
limited travel and exploration within our own country. But with challenge comes opportunity.
For me, this year has become a Big Year – a Big Year birding my county!
Lewis and Clark County has a great variety of habitats, all within an hour or so of the Capital.
To the north we have short-grass prairies which are home to longspurs, pipits, curlews, and
sparrows. To the northwest is the Rocky Mountain Front Range where thrushes, grouse,
chickadees, and jays live. There are many wetlands (rails, blackbirds, and herons); rivers large
and small (ducks, flycatchers, and kingfishers); and lakes (shorebirds, terns, and pelicans). We
have open fields (harriers, partridge, and meadowlarks); evergreen forests (grosbeaks,
nuthatches, and owls); and urban parks (warblers, swallows, and finches). And an added bonus?
The birds and the places to find them continually change with the seasons. Any time of year is a
great time to go birding in our county.
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Here are some statistics. The checklist of Montana birds currently totals 441 species. According
to eBird, 312 of those species have been observed in Lewis and Clark County – about 71%.
This year alone, 258 species have been recorded, including three for the very first time (Blackthroated Green Warbler, Chestnut-sided Warbler, and Red Phalarope). Lewis and Clark County
has 17 locations with over 100 species reported and one location (Helena Valley Regulating
Reservoir) with more than 200 species! So many places to explore and so little time!
So during this stressful, scary, and unprecedented time in our lives, I encourage everyone to get
out there and explore our county. I guarantee you’ll find a new and interesting place you never
knew existed. You’ll find different birds than the ones you usually see, maybe even a rare
migrant new to the county! And you might just find me out there too, looking for that next great
county bird! Oh, and my county Big Year? It is going quite well. To date, I have seen 247
species in our county with just over 2 months left in the year. I can’t wait to get out again
tomorrow! Birds and places to watch birds are varied and interesting – so explore a new place
in Lewis and Clark County today!
Red Phalarope Sighting
On 9 October 2020, Liz Hiltunen and Bob
Martinka found a Red Phalarope near the west
end of Lake Helena – the first-ever record for
the county and the 19th for the state. This
species nests near the Arctic coast and
otherwise remains at sea for most of the year.
This observation will now go before the
Montana Bird Records Committee (MBRC), a
panel of 15 expert Montana birders. Any
species with fewer than 20 confirmed sightings
in the state goes before the MBRC to ensure
Red Phalarope by Bob Martinka.
that the report is scientifically accurate. Since
there are a number of good photos of this bird, there should be no doubt that it will be accepted.
Red Phalaropes breed in the high Arctic of North America and Asia. They are pelagic,
wintering on oceans near the coasts of the Americas and Africa, where they are seen regularly.
We have two other species of phalaropes that are commonly seen in Montana, one of which
(Wilson's) breeds here. Liz and Bob are very fortunate to have viewed the bird. A week later,
one was also viewed on Willow Creek Reservoir near Harrison, Montana. Could it have been
the same bird?
Birdseed Sale – We’ll Deliver!!!
LCAS’s annual birdseed sale continues in conjunction with
Birds and Beasleys. Just stop by the store (2 S. Last Chance
Gulch) and let Sandy know you’d like your purchase to be
part of our fundraiser. If you need seed, but are hesitant to
visit the store because of the COVID virus, we’re happy to
make deliveries. Just call Sue (443-4486) or Sandy (4490904) and tell us what you need. Then we’ll arrange to bring
the order to you and collect your payment. Anything to keep
our local winter birds in seed!
-2-

White-breasted Nuthatch by
Shane Sater.

The View from Sevenmile Creek: October
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 are 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.

October 23, 2020. When winter came this year, it didn’t come gradually. A week ago, the
landscape was still warm and dry. The cottonwoods were blazing and the Green Ash trees were
beginning to turn color. Then a storm brought a foot of wet snow, taking us from fall into a
sudden reckoning with Montana’s longest and harshest season.
Now it is 17°F and I am skipping a college class to do a bird survey. The Snow Geese and
Tundra Swans have been flying over the past few days. I am hoping to find a big push today,
before tonight’s storm drops another foot of snow and plunges temperatures below zero.
Ten minutes into the survey, I hear the barking chorus of Snow Geese. Two big flocks push
west overhead, 340 birds in broad vees. Half an hour later a formation of swans comes over the
Scratchgravel Hills and flies straight towards me, moaning and whistling. It’s a mixed group,
fifteen Trumpeters sprinkled among twice as many Tundras. They pass by low, gleaming white
against a blue sky, the perfect photo. That, of course, is when both of my camera batteries die.
No more swans or Snow Geese pass over today. But for the rest of the survey I keep hearing
them at the very outer limit of my senses. I have to stop frequently to make sure it is just my
imagination.
My hopes are not very high for other birds today.
Since the fire in early September, fall migration has
been disappointingly quiet. And the eastern section
of the stream is in the midst of restoration now: an
excavator and dump truck sit among piles of raw
earth and segments of newly constructed meanders.
Once complete, the work will bring this final section
of stream out of its canyon and onto the floodplain,
allowing richer riparian habitat to grow again. But
in the meanwhile, it is another disturbance.
So with my low expectations, I am excited to hear a
few American Tree Sparrows calling near the
ponds. Then fifteen of them fly in, perching in the
alders and foraging on thin ice. A Song Sparrow
joins them.

Restoration work by Shane Sater.

Half of the next pond is still open water, though ice
covers most of the others. The water is not vacant.
With a rush, several American Wigeons and a pair
of Green-winged Teals fly up.
The unexpectedly busy bird activity continues
through the survey, concentrated along the water
and the few thickets that remain after the fire. A
Townsend’s Solitaire sings softly in the bushes
while several Song Sparrows scratch in the leaf
litter nearby. A Northern Flicker lands near me,
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American Tree Sparrow by Janice Miller.

calling, “Clear! Clear!” A clump of alders that escaped the fire holds a group of Pine Siskins
next to a group of American Goldfinches. Both feed noisily on alder cones.
As I walk back, the teals are on the ponds again. But where there had been three American
Wigeons there are now ten, dabbling among the cattails with several Gadwalls. Eventually they
get nervous and take off in a flurry, then circle warily.
But the activity is not over. A black shadow of a bird slips from an alder into the cover of
grasses near the stream. Too small for a magpie: it’s a blackbird. My mind immediately goes to
Rusties. If the tree sparrows are back from the arctic, surely the Rusty Blackbirds could be
down from the boreal forest. Indeed, after minutes of quiet waiting I spot two of them, picking
with their bills at the edge of the flowing water. Their golden-brown faces and yellow eyes
would make for beautiful photos. Too bad my camera is dead.

Even with the temporary loss of many shrubs, the
remaining thickets and wet places are still
supporting the vast majority of the site’s fall and
winter birds – and not too shabby an assemblage,
either. I find it encouraging and a bit surprising.
The fire was a setback, but the plants continue to
provide food and shelter for our feathered
neighbors.
And in my house, there are 40 grocery bags full
of native seeds, waiting for us to scatter them
here once the excavator is done building a new
channel. In these bags, there are future shrubs for
cover, fruit, and insects: chokecherry, water
birch, blue elderberry, silver buffaloberry,
Rusty Blackbird by Shane Sater (photo from 2019).
American plum, Clematis, rubber rabbitbrush,
and American hops. There are herbs for
pollinators and future bird nests: showy
milkweed, stinging nettle, fireweed, and yampah.
There are fast-growing natives to crowd out
weeds and feed tree sparrows in October: pitseed goosefoot, hairy evening-primrose, Rocky
Mountain beeplant, and wild sunflower. Every
week a fellow habitat steward drops off another
bag, or I go out and gather a few more seeds.
As winter drags us reluctantly into another quiet
season, we at Last Chance Audubon will keep
watching the birds out at Sevenmile Creek. I
hope we may find some more surprises here this
fall. And as we appreciate the birds that are here,
American Plum thicket by Shane Sater.
now, our imaginations will be seeing years into
the future, imagining the rich thickets to come. Think of a future October when, in a dense
cluster of American plums covered with Clematis vines, we find a migrant saw-whet owl
resting after a nocturnal flight. Until that day, let’s plant native shrubs here, and hope.
-- Shane Sater
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Membership Report
Please welcome Last Chance Audubon
Society new members: Mary Jane
Bradbury, Erika Cooney, and Mary Loman.
Sincere thanks to Last Chance renewing
members: Lowell Anderson.
Please also welcome National Audubon
Society new members: Susan Capdeville,
Janet Strandberg, and Donna Uken.
Sincere thanks to National Audubon
Society renewing members: James
Fradette, Dawson List, Dallas Miller, Sally
Hilander, Shirley Hudson, Eric Feaver,
William Gallea, Robert Graffi, and Susan
Buringrud.

Red-winged Blackbird by Mike Chapman.

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
lastchanceaudubon.org. Please send
Harris’s Sparrow by Dan Ellison.
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. 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
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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: Shane Sater, 208-5970488, shsater@gmail.com
MT Audubon State Office: 4433949

