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Being Involved
this Winter

The pandemic continues to drag on. In Lewis
and Clark County, COVID levels remain high,
our usual meeting space remains closed, and
Last Chance Audubon’s monthly programs
remain on hold until COVID levels drop.
Nevertheless, there are still opportunities to be
involved with birds this winter!
On Saturday, December 11, the Montana
Book Company will be hosting an evening
presentation on birds given by wildlife
photographer Tom Murphy, along with local
author Jim Robbins. The event begins at 6:00
pm. Masks are required (no exceptions) and
seating may be limited. The event will take
place at Montana Book Company, 331 N. Last
Chance Gulch. Contact the bookstore at 4430260 with any questions.
On Saturday, December 18, Last Chance
Audubon will be conducting our regular, allday, annual Christmas Bird Count. Although
participation is limited again this year because
of the pandemic, there are still many
opportunities to be part of this tradition, either

Townsend’s Solitaire by Janice MIller.

by conducting a feeder count or submitting
field observations to eBird. For information
about how to collect data, or to coordinate
your foray with a section leader in the area
you plan to go, please contact Coburn Currier
(clcurrier@hotmail.com).
On January 4, 2022, at 7:00 pm, the LCAS
Board will have their next regular meeting to
discuss ongoing Last Chance Audubon
projects such as habitat protection, education,
and more. If you would like to attend the
meeting or help with any of these projects,
please contact any of the Board members (last
page of the newsletter) for the Zoom link.

LCAS Birdseed Sale
LCAS and Birds & Beasleys have extended the deadline for this year's bird seed sale to the end
of December. So if you haven't had a chance to pick up your winter's supply of sunflower
seeds, millet, or thistle, just stop by the store (2 S. Last Chance Gulch). Please tell Sandy's staff
that your purchase is part of the annual sale, and they'll be sure that our chapter receives a
portion of the proceeds. Thanks to Birds & Beasleys and to all our sunflower-seed supporters!
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Looking Back, Soaring Forward
Dear Members and Friends of LCAS,
Our mission statement says,
LCAS promotes understanding, respect, and
enjoyment of birds and the natural world through
education, habitat protection, and environmental
advocacy.
With your support in 2021 we have followed our
mission in a variety of ways. For education, we have
given environmental scholarships to high school
students and supported Carroll College
undergraduates with research grants. We have made
the educational video “Bird Flight Patterns and
Music” available for music classes at area schools.
(The video is also available for all of our members:
Rough-legged Hawk by Janice Miller.
go to https://nbsymphony.org/bird-flight-patterns-and
-music-curriculum/ and enter the passwrod BFPMC.) For habitat protection, we have created
and dedicated the Beasley Trail at Spring Meadow Lake State Park and supported Prickly Pear
Land Trust (PPLT) in their restoration of Sevenmile Creek, seeding a diversity of native plants
there to support our local birds. With PPLT’s permission, we have also installed two American
Kestrel nesting boxes on the property. And for environmental advocacy, we have written letters
to lawmakers commenting on policy issues affecting our natural environment.
With your generous donations and membership dues for 2022, we plan to continue many of
these things, PLUS support FWP’s NEW Raptor Enclosures at MT WILD. Our Board is
exploring a variety of other projects, as well, including installing an osprey nesting platform at
the Helena Regulating Reservoir and sponsoring native shrub plantings and bird boxes at
Sevenmile Creek
The sky is the limit!
Our aim is to get back to offering in-person and inspirational monthly membership meetings,
spring and summer field trips, the full community-based Christmas Bird Count, and other birdrelated activities as soon as we feel confident that we can do so without undue risk from
COVID.
Your financial support says, “Thank you for all you do for birds and the natural world.”
Thank you for being there with us through the difficult days of 2021.
We’ll see you in 2022!
-- Janice Miller, President
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Rare Bird Reports for Helena Area!
LCAS has added a neat tool to the website that allows viewers
to see what unusual birds are being reported in the Helena area
and throughout Montana! The rare bird report link is attached to
the right side bar of the website. Just navigate to
lastchanceaudubon.org and scroll down to the Rare Bird Report.
The link is called birdfinder.net and was developed by a birder
named Ed Norton who has allowed us to link to his site. There
are links available for two reports: one for the Helena area, and
one for the state of Montana. The reports are generated from
eBird data, and the format mimics the Rare Bird Alerts found in
Yellow-breasted Chat by Bob
the Alerts section of the eBird portal. Only reports that are
Martinka.
posted through eBird and that occur within the past seven days
are available. So be sure to submit your eBird checklists with all of your sightings. Don’t have
an eBird account? It’s easy to sign up at eBird.org, and it’s absolutely free! There’s even a
tutorial called eBird Essentials that will walk you through all aspects of the app. Enjoy!
LCAS in Education
For the 2021-22 academic year, LCAS will be offering up to two scholarships to graduating
high school seniors who will be attending college in the fall of 2022 and have an interest in a
field of study that is consistent with the LCAS mission statement. In addition we are offering a
$1000 research award to a Carroll College student who is pursuing a local project or thesis that
aligns with our mission statement.
We are in the process of investigating a K-5 effort that would provide annual awards to K-5
teachers in support of their projects, in the class or in the field, to introduce their students to
topics such as birds and birding, the environment, habitats, and climate change.
If you are interested in helping with any of these efforts, please contact Sumner Sharpe, 4436536.
Reminder: Membership Drive
As we approach a new year, now is a perfect time to renew
your Last Chance Audubon membership or become a new
member! Sandy Shull, owner of downtown Helena’s Birds &
Beasleys, has generously agreed to match the first 50 new
membership dues* to LCAS and has donated three gift
certificates ($50, $25, and $10) that will be awarded to three
lucky new members. LCAS will also be donating three $15
Birds & Beasleys gift certificates to three lucky renewing members. Both gift certificate
drawings will be held on January 4, 2022 (winners will be notified by email). Memberships
through the end of December are eligible for the drawing – so please renew soon! Just visit the
LCAS Membership webpage or send your $15 membership check to LCAS, PO Box 924,
Helena MT 59624 (please include your name and email address). Thank you for your support!
*New members are considered those individuals who have never been a member of LCAS or
whose membership has lapsed for a period of three years or more (prior to 2018). We want you
back!
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Birds of the Helena Valley, 1979 - present
In the last four decades, houses have sprung up across
much of the Helena Valley. The population of Lewis
and Clark County has increased by more than 65%. It is
clear at a glance that habitat in the valley has changed
substantially, and surely birds have changed with it. But
how? A 1979 guide, “Birds of the Helena Valley,”
provides a window back in time. Published by Last
Chance Audubon Society, the guide describes natural
history of the valley, habitats, birding locations, and –
of course – birds. The guide features 212 species,
describing seasonal occurrence, relative abundance, and
expected habitats.
Chestnut-collared Longspur by Bob Martinka.

It is a bit complicated to compare bird species
information in the 1979 guide with more recent sightings. The authors, George Holton and Sid
Martin, were both excellent and dedicated birders. They
wrote that the guide “lists all species which have been
documented in the area.” But they did not have all of
the benefits we now enjoy: new technology, increased
numbers of fellow birders, easier communications, and
improved access to local birding sites.
Keeping in mind these disparities, the following are
some specific points of comparison. The 1979 guide
lists 212 bird species. Compiling data from eBird
records (primarily from 2003 to present), Lewis &
Clark County birders have more recently documented
314 species. This is for the entire county, but the large
majority are likely from the Helena Valley. In 2020,
when Covid-19 kept many birders close to the Helena
Valley, the top year lists for individual birders ranged
from 250 to 260 species. In a single year of intensive
birding, it seems that our members are routinely turning
up 40 to 50 more species than those known for the
valley in 1979. Why the difference?

Upland Sandpiper by Bob Martinka.

There are several possible scenarios that come to mind. First, quite a few of our present-day
birders are retired and bird daily. This may not have been the case historically. Secondly,
technological advances – such as the Internet and cell phones – have enabled almostinstantaneous communications between birders, allowing us to quickly track down rare birds.
Third, access to important birding areas has significantly improved, and birders are more likely
to be aware of the best birding areas during seasonal changes. Higher quality optics may also
play a role here, especially with spotting scopes and digital cameras.
Many of the locations mentioned in the birding guide remain as the best birding sites in the
valley, but there have been some significant changes. In the 1979 guide, Spring Meadow Lake
was described as a “gravel pit” and was only visible from the adjacent roads. Now a state park,
it provides excellent access and habitat. Just east of the city golf course, the partially-vegetated
gold dredge piles of Nature Park and the nearby cottonwoods have become an excellent spot for
such rare migrants as Black-throated Gray Warbler and Chestnut-sided Warbler. The riparian
vegetation surrounding Helena Valley Regulating Reservoir has matured in the past forty years
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– this has become the most species-rich spot in the
valley. The Lake Helena WMA provides excellent foot
and boat access to wetland habitats where previous
viewing was only from the road. Development of
federal and state recreation areas along Hauser Lake
have also significantly improved access. And although
its aesthetics may not be especially pleasing, the Lewis
and Clark County Landfill has become a magnet for a
variety of recently observed gull species.
Most of my discussion so far has related to aspects of
birding that have experienced positive changes. But
more discussion on birds and habitat is important. In
recent years, we have seen many well-documented
reports of significant declines in a variety of bird
populations throughout the country. Habitat loss has
been a primary cause. Comparing the Helena Valley in
1979 and at present, the possibility of such habitatrelated bird declines comes up, especially for grassland
species. Species that appear to have become rarer in the
valley include Short-eared Owl, Burrowing Owl,
Sharp-tailed Grouse, Upland Sandpiper, Lark Bunting,
Chestnut-collared Longspur, and Loggerhead Shrike.
Breeding populations of most of these species can still
be found in intact grassland areas farther north in the
county.

Lesser Black-backed Gull by Bob Martinka.

Although we have experienced some losses, there have
also been some gains for the birds of the Helena
Valley. The Eurasian Collared-Dove invaded the
United States in the early 1980s and has become
abundant in our area. As for native birds, the 1979
Black-necked Stilt by Bob Martinka.
guide included only 10 warbler species, but at least 18
have now been documented in the valley. Other species now seen regularly, either newly
documented or now seen in increased numbers, include Red-necked Grebe, White-faced Ibis,
Trumpeter Swan, Wood Duck, Greater Scaup, Surf Scoter, Bald Eagle, Black-necked Stilt,
Herring Gull, Blue Jay, Western Bluebird, and House Finch.
The valley has changed substantially since 1979, as has the experience of birding it. Large tracts
of habitat have become housing developments, but other sites have been preserved for wildlife
and are now accessible to all. Grassland species seem to have declined, while others such as
Eurasian Collared-Doves have appeared. And through all of these changes, we are now betterpoised than ever before to appreciate and document our local birds, with a thriving network of
dedicated birders and the assistance of apps such as eBird and Merlin. However the valley may
continue to change, we will be watching it. For the next forty years, and on into the future, let’s
hope we can maintain all of the habitats necessary for all of our local birds to survive and
prosper.
-- Bob Martinka
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The View from Sevenmile Creek: November
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.

November 9, 2021. It is the sort of brooding day when the
impending winter seems to hang in the flat gray clouds.
The past week’s hard frosts have brought thin skeins of ice
to creep across the ponds and grip the streambanks. The
cold has withered the last yellow flowers of the tumblemustard, and the hover flies that visited them are out of
sight. The landscape is slowing down.
I walk past quiet brown stands of goosefoot and
sunflowers, accompanied by the constant seep calls of a
loose flock of Song Sparrows. Little else seems to be
feeding here right now. Today I am carrying a bucket and
scattering handfuls of stinging nettle and goldenrod seed. I
seek out patches of damp, bare soil near expanding patches House Finch feeding on Rocky Mountain
of non-native grasses and whitetop. Goldenrod and
Beeplant by Shane Sater.
stinging nettle are tough natives that can compete with
these plants, perhaps even displace them with the help of some selective weeding. Goldenrod
flowers feed a diversity of pollinating insects, while stinging nettle foliage feeds three species
of butterflies in our area, the Milbert’s Tortoiseshell, Red Admiral, and Satyr Comma.
I look up from my habitat planting when I hear a lone House Finch calling as it flies overhead.
As it continues southwest, a Northern Shrike I had not seen leaps into the air from a nearby
perch and climbs rapidly, following the finch in its blind spot. At first the shrike appears to be
gaining, then simply keeps up. I follow with my binoculars as the two grow distant south of me,
the shrike behind and slightly below the finch. Then the finch begins to descend, and the larger
shrike sets its wings and dives. It closes in, but the finch is aware of it now, suddenly changing
direction. The persistent shrike, which has now chased the House Finch for at least a mile and a
half, dives again, misses, and tries once more. Both birds dip below the skyline in front of
Mount Helena, and I lose sight of them without knowing the rest of the story.
With the shrike gone, the rest of the House Finches fly in from the east. Twenty, perhaps thirty
of them are now perching in the burned-over chokecherries, feeding on the ground underneath,
and chattering excitedly. Several chickadees join them, probing dead chokecherry leaves for
insects and spiders. Then a few House Finches fly over to the dead sunflowers, and all of a
sudden it is a wild birdseed party. Fifteen redpolls swoop in, accompanied by six American
Goldfinches. They nimbly extract sunflower seeds from the dry heads, chow down on the
goosefoots, and sample kochia seeds. A few House Finches even feed on the Rocky Mountain
beeplant, stripping a bounty of seeds pollinated by August’s crowd of honeybees, solitary bees,
and wasps. Meanwhile, ten American Tree Sparrows slip through, lower, focusing their feeding
on the goosefoots and the ground underneath.
I think back to the flock of fifty Gray-crowned Rosy-finches I saw lifting off from these
goosefoot stands two weeks ago. Today there must be 75 songbirds in here, feasting. And where
seed-eaters congregate, they are rarely alone. No wonder the Northern Shrike has been visiting!
Some might look at this wild patch of growth and call them all weeds, unsightly in their
untended fecundity. Some might focus their attention on the handful of plants called “noxious”
that have popped up in within this community, the whitetop and Russian knapweed, and
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propose to destroy it all in indignation. The birds,
however, seem to be telling us a very different story
of this place. When I visit, I see habitat. I hear the
bustle of House Finches, redpolls, goldfinches, and
sparrows. I thank all of the plants growing here for
their contributions. And I ask myself how we may
help this habitat grow to host more insects, feed more
sparrows, and attract more species in the years to
come.
-- Shane Sater
House Finch and Common Redpoll feeding on
wild sunflower by Shane Sater.

Membership Report

Please welcome Last Chance Audubon Society new members: Shawn Watts, Ken Metzger,
Andrea Olson, Tricia Rummel and Theresa Green.
Sincere thanks to Last Chance renewing members: Tim Baker, Bill Bucher, Ellen & Eric
Feaver, Sue Jackson, Sharon & Slim Miller, Alan & Nancy Nicholson, Clifford Sheets, Dennis
& Donna Uken, Ann & Ron Waterman, Sandy Wheeler, Terry Wheeling & Gail Kuntz, Bonnie
Bowler, Mark & Dee Dee Cress, Helen Fee, Constance Herzig, Bob Martinka, Janice Miller,
Barbara Piccolo, Elizabeth Poletti, Ed Rumberger, Shane Sater, Conchetta Eckel, Jo Lace &
Brian Shovers, Liz & Carl Hiltunen, Sharon Dewart-Hansen, and Kathy Van Hook.
Please also welcome National Audubon Society new members: Deborah Butzlaff.
Sincere thanks to National Audubon Society renewing members: Judy Fjell, Margaret
Hubber, Terry Copenhaver, Tim Baker, and Jeanne Perkins.
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 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 are 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
Education: Sumner Sharpe,
mtnutmeg@gmail.com
Field Trips: open
Habitat: Shane Sater, 208-5970488, shsater@gmail.com
Meeting Set-up: Doug Hansen,
mthusker@charter.net
Monthly Program: Sandy Shull,
449-0904
Publicity: Liz Hiltunen, 227-5492,
lhiltunen@q.com
MT Audubon State Office: 4433949

