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Waiting for Spring
The Montana WILD auditorium, Last Chance
Audubon’s usual meeting space, remains
closed to the public at least through February.
Though local Covid levels were relatively low
in December, they climbed again in January.
Once again, we find ourselves waiting, with
varying degrees of impatience, until we are
able to resume our monthly programs and
large-group events.

In the meanwhile, we at Last Chance
Audubon continue to stand for birds and their
habitat in the Helena area. We continue
watching our local birds, sharing noteworthy
sightings, supporting student research, and
helping restore and steward habitats. And as
we keep waiting to resume our in-person
monthly meetings, there are still many
opportunities for YOU to be involved. Here
are a few:
• Go birding. Field observation is at the
heart of our organization, and no
pandemic will ever stop that. We may not
be able to meet inside at Montana WILD
right now – but if you go birding at the
Helena Regulating Reservoir, Nature Park,
or the fairgrounds, chances are good that
you may find some other LCAS members
there as well. Get outside and spend some
time with our winter birds! We remain
active in the field: check out some of the
recent local sightings here. And use eBird
to add your own finds!

American Redstart in a spring snowstorm.
Photo by Bob Martinka.
•

•
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Get involved with MT Audubon
projects. Our statewide conservation
nonprofit is coordinating several citizen
science projects right now. Climate Watch
involves targeted surveys for nuthatches
and other familiar birds from January 15
to February 15 and May 15 to June 15.
Winter surveys for rosy-finches are
another opportunity. Find more details at
www.montanabirdsurveys.com.
Attend a board meeting. Last Chance
Audubon’s next board meeting is
scheduled for 7:00 pm on February 8 via
Zoom. Would you like to learn more about
what our chapter does, volunteer with one
of our conservation or education projects,
or lead your own bird-related project?
Members are welcome to attend our
meetings. Contact any board member (see
page 8) for details.

Education

Guest President’s Perch by Sumner Sharpe

Last Chance Audubon Society’s mission is to promote “understanding, respect and enjoyment
of birds and the natural world through education, habitat protection and environmental
advocacy.”
For the “education” part of our mission, we encourage and support students interested in
conservation, birds, and the natural environment. Working with teachers, school counselors,
and administrators, we have bought field guides for local schools and given classroom
presentations. Each year we give scholarships to students pursuing conservation-related careers,
and, since 2019, we have been supporting undergraduate research each year at Carroll College.
Here are a few of our current projects:
•

Bird-related guidance and material support to teachers in Clancy and at Helena Middle
School (HMS). At HMS, the Bobcat Birders after-school club was initiated by teacher Sara
Grotbo.

•

We offer up to two scholarships per year to high school seniors pursuing careers consistent
with our mission. Previous recipients have pursued college studies in environmental
engineering, policy, and education.

•

Each year we offer a research award to a Carroll College undergraduate research project
that addresses birds and conservation. Previous awards have supported research
investigating the costs and benefits of conserving bird habitat in different areas near Helena;
seasonal bird activity and breeding bird records at Sevenmile Creek; the potential use of
eBird data to model the dynamics of West Nile Virus in birds; and erosion and deposition
processes along the shoreline of Canyon Ferry Lake, with considerations of swallow nesting
habitat.

LCAS is currently considering a program to provide funds in support of local area K-5 teachers
who would like to facilitate in-class or field activities related to birds and the natural
environment.
LCAS’s current and future educational efforts are supported by your annual dues and donations
– as well as your volunteer assistance. Along with maintaining our current efforts, might we
expand them to East Helena Schools and Clancy Elementary? Could we develop other
educational projects focused on the broader Helena community? With your help, the sky is the
limit!
Here’s my pitch: I am looking for your ideas and assistance to help with maintenance of current
efforts and the initiation of new LCAS educational efforts. Any reader of this column with an
interest in birds, education, and the environment is invited to help. Let’s get together and talk
about it – I’ll buy the coffee or your favorite beverage! Contact me at mtnutmeg@gmail.com.
Thanks in advance.
-- Sumner Sharpe, Education Chair, Last Chance Audubon Society
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LCAS 2021-22 Undergraduate Research Award
This year’s $1000 research award goes to Hannah Winn in
support of her senior research project at Carroll College,
“Age and growth rate of trees along forest-meadow
ecotones.” (An ecotone is the boundary between two
different plant communities.) Hannah proposes to identify
at least two forest-meadow boundary sites in the Helena
area that exhibit small tree growth extending into meadows
and examine how climate change may affect tree growth
within the forest-meadow boundary areas. The goal is to
identify the possible long-term effects climate change may
have on habitats, birds, and other organisms by focusing
on the factors influencing the growth rate of trees.
If you would like a copy of Hannah’s research proposal,
contact Sumner Sharpe at mtnutmeg@gmail.com.

Western Meadowlarks are among
the birds of the forest-grassland
ecotone. Photo by Bob Martinka.

Membership Drive – Winners Announced!
During the final months of 2021, Last Chance Audubon
Society sponsored a gift certificate drawing to our local
art and birding store, Birds & Beasleys, to encourage
new memberships and renewals. Sandy Shull, owner of
Birds & Beasleys, generously donated $85 of gift
certificates to support the effort. The membership drive
was a great success and we thank all of those who
became members of our chapter or renewed their
memberships during this time. (If you have not renewed
yet, please do so now!) The winners of the drawing
were:
New members (gift cards donated by Birds and
Beasleys): Theresa Green ($10), Shawn Watts ($25), and
Ann Kendall ($50).
Renewing members (gift cards purchased by LCAS,
$15 each): Barbara Pepper-Rotness, Gail Kuntz & Terry
Wheeling, and Ed Rumberger.
If you have not yet joined our chapter, please consider
doing so (see page 7 for details). By joining, you support
conservation and our local birds with your voice and a
few dollars, and you become a vital part of our friendly
group of naturalists and bird appeciators. Thank you.
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Canada Geese by Mike Chapman.

The View from Sevenmile Creek: January
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.

January 22, 2022. I wasn’t really even birding on this
sunny afternoon – but sometimes the best birding happens
by accident. The sun and the temperature in the forties had
drawn me out to Sevenmile Creek for a mid-winter foray.
I wanted to check on a silk moth cocoon I had found here
last fall. Also, I was wondering if there were any small
insects active where the snow had melted on the south
slopes. Mid-winter is the quietest time of year for birds
here, so I wasn’t expecting to see many birds today.
But there have been times before when I have left my
binoculars at home and regretted it, so there they were,
Ice stretching across Sevenmile Creek.
slung around my neck. The creek was so frozen that I
Photo by Shane Sater.
could walk right across it. The snow had melted around
the chokecherry clump near the irrigation diversion. As I
got down on my hands and knees to look for insects in the
exposed grasses, I heard a scratch and a rustle nearby. I
raised my binoculars and waited. Eventually, a Song
Sparrow peered out from under the chokecherry.
A Rough-legged Hawk was circling over the slopes to the
north, letting out a wavering cry. Otherwise it was quiet,
even the usual gurgle of the creek sleeping under the ice.
I worked my way up to the south slope above the creek,
warm in the sun, its snow-free grasses looking down on a
mostly-white expanse. When the snow is melting in
Song Sparrow by Shane Sater.
March, I have seen these slopes crawling with thousands
of leafhoppers and spiders, while flocks of Horned Larks and Mountain Bluebirds stop to eat
them. But today these birds were absent and I just spotted a handful of leafhoppers.
That was when I heard a Gray Partridge cackling from the band of chokecherries below. I
looked down just in time to see it flush – and right behind it was a raptor, stout and
maneuverable, wings beating powerfully. Prairie Falcon, I thought – or perhaps a goshawk –
but a second later both birds were out of my sight to the east, low over the floodplain, obscured
by the crest of an intervening hill. It was then that the rest of the partridges flushed from the
chokecherries, another fifteen of them, and flew the opposite direction, landing in a draw
cutting down the slope above the thicket.
I returned to my insect search, checking the pond edges for small patches of open water that
might host diving beetles or backswimmer bugs. The mystery raptor was long gone, another of
winter’s puzzles. Then I started working my way east along the stream, thinking of checking the
site’s lone box-elder – perhaps the warm afternoon had brought some box-elder bugs out to
bask in the sun. As I meandered that direction, a feather caught my eye, dangling limply from a
kochia stem. Finely gray-speckled, with a spot of rust near the tip, it did not take me long to
realize it was a partridge feather. Then I saw a spot of blood on the snow nearby. There were
hundreds of feathers strewn about; in the middle was a small gut pile and the partridge’s head.
The hunt of the mystery raptor had been successful.
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As I walked on, I kept noticing small piles of partridge
droppings all over the floodplain, signs of a winter spent
here feeding on seeds. The goosefoot plants nearby were
still standing tall, and I could see hundreds of their seeds
scattered on the snow underneath. Just a year ago,
excavators re-sculpted this stream, resetting the habitat to
a blank slate, but already this winter there are goosefoots
feeding partridge flocks through the cold times. And the
partridge flocks are feeding – a Northern Goshawk? A
Prairie Falcon?
The willow thickets, cottonwoods, and beaver ponds that
I hope this place may eventually support are still years
away. But now, even in the midst of the slowest time of
the year, the partridges and raptors are telling us:
Sevenmile Creek is home.

Gray Partridge feathers in the snow.
Photo by Shane Sater.

-- Shane Sater
Christmas Bird Count Results
Last Chance Audubon Society’s annual Christmas Bird
Count (the 67th year for the Helena circle) was completed
on Saturday, December 18. A total of 72 species were
seen– just five species short of the all-time high
count! Some highlights included the first-ever Lesser
Black-backed Gull on the CBC, as well as record high
counts for Dark-eyed Junco, Harris’s Sparrow, Wild
Turkey, and Northern Flicker. In total, participants tallied
11,575 individual birds! Full CBC results are available
here. As always, a big thank you to all of the feeder
watchers and counters who participated.

Northern Flicker by Bob Martinka.

-- Coburn Currier
LCAS Fundraising Report
2021 Birdseed Sale – This year’s seed sale raised a total
of $130. We thank the 16 people who participated by
purchasing 520 pounds of seed from Birds and
Beasleys. Thanks, as always, to Sandy Shull and her staff
for assisting with this fundraising effort.
2021 Fall Fundraiser – In October, the LCAS Board
selected the construction of a new raptor facility at
FWP’s Montana WILD center as recipient of our 2021
fall fundraiser effort. Thanks to our amazingly generous
members, it has been a resounding success! LCAS will
donate a total of $6,610 to Montana’s Outdoor Legacy
Foundation for The Wildlife Rehabilitation Campaign.
Bald Eagle by Janice Miller.

-- Sue Jackson
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Landfill Reopens to Birders
Last March the Lewis and Clark County Landfill
suspended permission to observe birds at the
landfill due to cell construction. The project began
last April and has been ongoing. The landfill
designed and excavated a new cell to accommodate
waste from residents in Lewis and Clark County.
Construction was completed around the end of 2021
and the County is now using the new cell. They
have reopened the site to bird watchers and have
identified a specific viewing location for birders to
use. They ask that ALL visitors stop and sign in at
the office before accessing the site. This is an
absolute must if we are to continue using the landfill.
Employees at the site need to have an idea who is on
site and where they are. Additionally, if you are
unfamiliar with where to go to observe the birds, the
office staff can provide excellent direction around the
landfill. Thank you for following the guidelines.
While birding at a landfill may sound a bit
“unfulfilling,” the diversity of birds – especially gulls
that feed on garbage – can be astounding! It can be an
excellent opportunity to freshen up your first-, second-,
and third-cycle gull ID skills! The sensory experience
alone is sure to grab your attention (and I’m not just
talking about the birds). A big thank you to Jackie
Pierson and the rest of the landfill employees for
welcoming birders and allowing us to use the site.
Happy birding!

Bonaparte’s Gull by Bob Martinka.

Iceland Gull by Bob Martinka.

-- Stephen Turner
Membership Report
Please welcome Last Chance Audubon Society new members: Gary Peterson, Ann Kendall,
Doug Parker, John Sarti, Gil & Jodi Schellenger, Brian & Heather Buckley, Debbie Cargile,
Dave & Pam Raney, Kirstan Roush, and Murray Strong.
Sincere thanks to Last Chance renewing members: Marlyn Atkins, Steve & Judy Bayless,
Nan & Ray Breuninger, Mary Allice Chester, Mike & Helen Murray, Evelyn Norton, Fran
Penner-Ray, Rebecca Ridenour, Sumner Sharpe, Sara Toubman, Ramona Turnbull, Carolyn
Fox, Betsy Hamann, Lee Harrison, Grant Hokit, Joe Lamson, Sharon Liederman, Steve Liston,
Sandra Micken, David Nimick, Barbara Pepper-Rotness, Derik Reed, Ginnie Talley, Stephen &
Patty Turner, Glenda & Stan Bradshaw, Don & Donna Eisenmenger, Roni Eisenmenger,
Justine Jam, Jim & Leslie Smith, Ellen Taylor, Cheryl Boid & Tom Woodall, Connie Geiger,
Sarah Kamis, Peter Mathes, Jeff & Sue Miller, Dave Mott, Thomas & Marilyn Pearson, Elaine
Pfund, Mary Vandenbosch, Deborah Amesbury, John Love, Neal & Mary Ruedisili, Rod &
Carol Bischoff, Howard Johnson, Kurt Olofson, Deborah Rainey, and Donna Shull.
Please also welcome National Audubon Society new members: Roddy Bullis, Christine
Deveny, Darlene Jatkowshi, Katherine Appling-Freistadt, Patricia Boege, Michael Chapman,
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Joan Daoust, Jane Hunsaker, Sylvia Jackson, Richard
Juhnke, and John Wilson.
Sincere thanks to National Audubon Society renewing
members: Judy Fjell, B Alan Davis, Joseph Furshong,
Steven Helwig, Carol Dees, Joe Kansier, Wendy Clark,
Don Bishop, Wendy Wheeler, Jay Simons, Rebecca
Currey, Constance Fiske, Dan Ellison, Lowell Anderson,
Marlyn Atkins, Bonnie Baker, Kristin Bakula, Robert
Caldwell, Mary Clark, Susan DeBree, Bruce Desonia, Jeff
Dorrington, Earl Dorsey, Janet Grinde, Ivelone Hodges,
Joy Holloway, Carolyn Jensen, Deborah Jones, Kathleen
Kern-Wells, Jo Lace, Robin LeNeve, Cary Lund, Billie
Mcdonald, Gail Moser, Judy Murphy, Mike & Helena
Murray, Nancy Nicholson, Gary Peterson, Jorge Ramirez,
Scott Rossetto, Thomas Ryan, Samantha Sanchez, Kathleen
Wanner, and Russell Wrigg.
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.

White-breasted Nuthatch by Bob
Martinka.

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 Western Bluebird by Bob Martinka.
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

-7-

First-Class
Postage
Required
Helena MT 59601

Last Chance Audubon Society
PO Box 924
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
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

