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Planting Habitat
In Lewis and Clark County, Covid-19 cases
have been falling substantially since their last
peak in early February. We sincerely hope
that cases will remain low and that we will be
finally be able to resume in-person monthly
meetings in April. In the meanwhile, with the
Montana WILD auditorium still closed to
public use, Last Chance Audubon is taking to
the field! From building nest boxes to planting
cottonwoods and conducting Long-billed
Curlew surveys, we have a variety of
upcoming opportunities so that YOU can get
outside in support of birds and habitat.
At our most recent Board meeting, Last
Chance Audubon approved a $1000 grant to
Prickly Pear Land Trust to support bird
habitat at Sevenmile Creek. Addressing an
area of the floodplain that is currently
dominated by just a few species of grasses,
the grant will pay for:
• 100 black cottonwoods (Populus
balsamifera), 200 coyote willows (Salix
exigua), 50 silverberry bushes (Elaeagnus
commutata), 50 skunkbush sumacs (Rhus
trilobata), and almost a hundred basin
wild rye plants (Elymus cinereus).
• A diverse native seed mix featuring over
20 species of forbs, including bee balm
(Monarda fistulosa) and purple prairie
clover (Dalea purpurea).
• Tree protectors to prevent excessive
browsing by deer.
Even the cottonwoods alone will be vital

A Brown Thrasher sings from a cottonwood.
Photo by Shane Sater.

additions to bird habitat on the site. Think of
the Bullock’s Orioles, Red-eyed Vireos, and
Least Flycatchers that spend their summers in
these trees – not to mention all of the cavitynesters that cottonwoods can support, from
Downy Woodpeckers and Tree Swallows to
Western Screech Owls and Wood Ducks.
You are invited to help plant these trees and
shrubs! Blake Sexton of Prickly Pear Land
Trust will be leading planting parties on
Friday, April 22 at 5:30 pm and Saturday,
April 23 at 11:00 am. For more information,
and to RSVP, contact Blake,
blake@pricklypearlt.org.
In addition to the plantings at Sevenmile
Creek, this newsletter is PACKED with plans
for spring nest box projects to welcome our
birds back (see page 3). See you in the field!
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Bird-watching as Art Appreciation
(from the 2004 Birdathon report letter of “The Sage Hens”: Lorna Milne, Jean Smith, Naomi
Smith, and Janice Miller)
It hit me as I watched the huge, immature Bald Eagle
fly back and forth over a flock of coots. The coots
scrambled as fast as their partially-webbed feet could
paddle, sending up splashes, reminiscent of children
learning to swim. I felt something inside. Was it joy?
Elation? The human spirit? Yes. The sight before me
was awe-inspiring.
I asked Jean Smith, “what do you get from
birdwatching?”
“Mostly it’s the behavior,” she said, “like watching the
coot feed its young. It’s so neat watching things like that.”

Bald Eagle by Janice Miller.

Naomi’s answer: “Being able to name common things we see around.”
When Cedron Jones called, I asked him. “Hearing the bird sing. Just sitting and listening to
these creatures going about their lives.”

As we were birding that day, a whole convention of Franklin’s Gulls rose up, each darting to
and fro, alarmed and vocal at the intrusion of visitors. We could hear the reedy song of the
Marsh Wren and the loud descending whinny from the Sora hidden in the marsh.
For me, birdwatching is an uplifting and joyful tribute to life, from the tiny Marsh Wren braced
on the stem of marsh grass to the large Sandhill Crane, several feathers missing from each
wing, effortlessly soaring on a thermal, circling ever higher. It encompasses the deep burgundy
iridescence of the White-faced Ibis, its compact body regal on top of its long legs and its
slender, curved beak probing the depths of mudflats for food. It helps us spot a rare, snowwhite, albino Canada Goose resting with the flock.
Birdwatching benefits the soul – just like listening to a symphony, watching ballet or the
Olympics, viewing a Monet or Charlie Russell painting, planting seeds and tending a flower or
vegetable garden, or throwing clay and lifting a bowl into existence. It’s a visual and audible
testament to the spirit of life. It touches something deep within and makes my heart beat
stronger. It reaffirms the joy of nature in our lives.
As John Muir wrote: “along the river, over the hills, in the ground, in the sky, spring work is
going on with joyful enthusiasm, new life, new beauty, unfolding, unrolling in glorious
exuberant extravagance – new birds in their nests, new winged creatures in the air, and new
leaves, new flowers, spreading, shining, rejoicing everywhere.”
What do you get from birdwatching?
-- Janice Miller, President, LCAS
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Spring Nest Box Projects
By early to mid-March, the first Mountain Bluebirds and
Tree Swallows will be returning to Helena Valley – and we
will be welcoming them, putting up new nest boxes and
repairing old ones. We would love to have your help! See
below for details, and contact Stephen Turner
(turnstonest@gmail.com) to sign up!
•

•

•

Sevenmile Creek Bluebird Trail: Prickly Pear Land
Trust has finished years of intensive stream restoration
work at Sevenmile Creek, using heavy equipment to
rebuild a meandering floodplain in place of the
previous, deeply incised stream channel. This spring,
LCAS is not only supporting habitat plantings on the
Western Bluebird by Bob Martinka.
site – we will also be starting a new bluebird trail! We
will be installing 12-15 boxes along fence lines, hoping to attract nesting Mountain
Bluebirds, Tree Swallows, and more. Sue Jackson has graciously agreed to “host” the trail
and keep tabs on the birds and the boxes. In the coming weeks, we will need help surveying
the site for nest box locations, building boxes, and putting them up.
Nest Box Construction: This year’s Covid-related supply chain problems are extending to
nest boxes, too: our “go to” source for boxes is not able to provide any this spring.
Meanwhile, in addition to the new installations at Sevenmile Creek, there are also some
delapidated boxes around the valley that need replacing. Audubon member Gary
Grzebielski is generously allowing us to use his shop to create easy-to-assemble nest box
“packs” – and that is where YOU come in! We are looking for a few entry-level (or
professional!) carpenters to assemble nest box packs this month. Each pack includes pre-cut
wood for the boxes, screws for assembly, and, of course, nest box plans. Assembly is
relatively easy, and the only tool required is a power drill (the entrance hole will be predrilled). We are hoping to assemble 16 boxes in the next two weeks, before the Tree
Swallows come back. If you can help with a box or two, that would be wonderful!
Spring Cleaning at Spring Meadow Lake: Last year, Boy Scout Troop #214 surveyed
nesting boxes at Spring Meadow Lake and found an astounding 50 boxes within the state
park! They created a map and spreadsheet with the location and condition of each box.
Most were found to be in pretty good shape but in need
of thorough cleaning and some minor repairs. LCAS, in
collaboration with the Park, the Scouts, and Montana
WILD, will be holding a nest box cleaning workday on
Saturday, March 12 – mark your calendars! We will
meet at 1:30 pm near the Montana WILD parking area
(2668 Broadwater Ave.), introduce ourselves, and then
break into five groups. The project should last no more
than 1-2 hours, depending on the group. Each group will
use a battery-powered drill with multiple drill bits (star,
hex, phillips, etc.) to access the boxes. Groups will also
be taking notes on the condition of each box to plan for
future maintenance. Please plan to bring work gloves as
some boxes can get a bit messy. Many hands make light
work! AmeriCorps Team Leader Tessa Hurley (intern at
Spring Meadow Lake) has volunteered to head up the
Tree Swallow by Bob Martinka.
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•

project, and has committed to continuing the upkeep
annually. Contact Tessa with questions or for more
information: Tessa.Hurley@mt.gov.
Become a Nest Box Trail Steward: LCAS is
maintaining several nest box trails around the valley,
including boxes at the Helena Regulating Reservoir,
Lake Helena WMA, Nature Park, and the K-Mart
Ponds. Helping out with a nest box trail can be a great
opportunity to get outside with friends while keeping
our feathered neighbors safe and healthy. The boxes are
currently in fairly good shape – a few minor repairs are
needed, along with a lot of spring cleaning to prepare
for the arrival of our birds. These boxes provide homes
for Mountain Bluebirds, Tree Swallows, House Wrens,
and chickadees. Please contact Stephen Turner
(turnstonest@gmail.com) to help out.

Mountain Bluebird by Bob Martinka.

Board Election Coming Up
Last Chance Audubon’s bylaws call for a Board election to be held each year at the chapter’s
May meeting. At this time we are putting together a slate of candidates for three officer
positions (President, Secretary, and Treasurer) and three Board positions. If you would like to
nominate someone or if you would be interested in serving the chapter in one of these positions,
please contact Sue Jackson, suejacksonmt@gmail.com. The LCAS Board is very active,
supporting and leading projects that promote “understanding, respect and enjoyment of birds
and the natural world through education, habitat protection and environmental advocacy.” New
ideas and enthusiasm are always welcome!
Raptor Facility Update
As reported in the February newsletter, LCAS raised funds
during the chapter’s 2021 Fall Fundraiser in support of a new
raptor facility at Montana WILD. Here is an update, from
Laurie Wolf:
The envisioned 4,500-square-foot building will be able to
house and rehabilitate more injured raptors than the current
facility allows, plus 18 “education” raptor enclosures for
public viewing by Montana WILD’s 25,000 annual visitors.
The new facility will also provide a viewing area and trail
where bird watchers and others visiting Spring Meadow State
Park can see raptors up close and enjoy a regularly held
raptor program.

Ferruginous Hawk by Dan Ellison.

The cost of building the raptor facility has increased due to the recent jumps in the cost of
materials and construction. The estimated increase is $155,000, which brings the total cost to
$935,000. The MT Outdoor Legacy Foundation is still committed to raising the remaining
amount even with this increase. We are still hoping to break ground in the spring or early
summer of 2023.
So far, the campaign has raised about $417,744 of its $935,000 goal. We feel incredibly
grateful to all of the generous donors that are helping us to reach our goal, including Last
Chance Audubon.
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The View from Sevenmile Creek: February
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.

February 19, 2022. Today the wind sighs like ocean
waves over the tan grasses and the warm sun plays
tag with dark storm clouds. The snow has melted
since my last visit, except for small, sodden patches
in the shade. Ice still covers all of the ponds but one.
That pond, apparently fed by groundwater coming
out of the hill, is totally open. Several pairs of
Mallards are swimming on it, and I can see the heads
of a group of Canada Geese poking up out of a small
cattail marsh nearby.
It is in the high 50s today. The geese have returned
to the floodplain, and spring seems within reach.
Sevenmile Creek on the cusp of spring.
The first signs of it are already here. The
Photo by Shane Sater.
overwintered leaves of the tumble mustard and
evening primrose are green rosettes where just a few weeks ago they were still dormant under
the snow. Short new leaves are poking up from the clumps of bluebunch wheatgrass on the
south slopes. There are even a few insects active: thousands of tiny green leafhoppers leap up
from the sunny slopes as I walk along, and I am surprised to see several slender black
ichneumon wasps circling low over the grasses.
But overall, winter still dominates the landscape. A few days from now, an arctic front is
forecast to plunge us back to subzero highs. A staccato call alerts me to a Lapland Longspur at
the edge of one of the ponds, still a thousand miles away from its summer home on the tundra.
Even when the sun emerges from the clouds and pours out its afternoon heat, only a few species
of insects are active. And except for the geese and a lone Killdeer, Sevenmile Creek’s spring
birds have yet to arrive.
Like the sun, the wind is variable today. At times it is a gentle touch, hinting of spring. And
then the gusts come from the west again, a powerful river of air carrying the bite of winter. It is
during one of these gusts, as I am watching the Canada Geese from a hill above the floodplain,
that I catch a movement out of the corner of my eye. I look down and there is a raptor,
wobbling in the current of the wind, harrier-like, low over the stream. It’s not a harrier, though:
the shape is wrong and the tail is too long. It lands in low vegetation at the edge of the stream
and I can see an obvious white eyebrow – it’s a young Northern Goshawk! I scramble to get a
photo. Though it is impossible to tell, I imagine this is a female. The geese, upwind of her low
approach, have not yet given the alarm. But apparently the goshawk thinks better of attacking
these ferocious vegetarians – she lifts off again, drifts rapidly downstream on the wind, then
faces the gusts and flies low and slow over the goosefoot stands that have fed the sparrows for
months. She perches on an old piece of farm machinery, looking around.
The Gray Partridge flock, which I saw in this area a few minutes before, stays hunkered down.
Perhaps they have learned their lesson: just dozens of yards from me, I can still see the feathers
of the partridge that a large, unidentified raptor caught here last month. “Prairie Falcon? Or
goshawk?” I had wondered then. Now it seems I may have my answer.
She isn’t as lucky this time. The young hunter, still in her streaky brown immature plumage,
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catches the fierce wind again and departs. It sweeps her
east over the grassland, rapidly, and then she is gone.
Goshawk on the winter wind. This is always a rare,
special sight. Twice during the winter of 2019-2020, we
spotted a juvenile goshawk hunting here. What are the
chances that an occasional winter outing by an easilydistracted birder is going to concide with the flight of a
hunting goshawk? How many times do these forest
raptors hunt here when we are not out to watch them?
How much of a difference do Sevenmile Creek’s
partridges make for young goshawks during their
critical first winter, as they confront the season of
scarcity and learn to hunt successfully?

Gray Partridges by Shane Sater.

I can only wonder and keep watching. But as winter gives way to the first hints of spring, the
goshawk reminds me to reflect on all of the richness of life this habitat holds. Even in the
infancy of its restoration, this place holds seeds enough for winter sparrows and partridge
flocks. There are spring insects that feed migrating groups of Mountain Bluebirds. Then come
the kestrels, hunting voles among the new green grasses, while a Sharp-shinned Hawk may take
a swipe at a bluebird or at one of the newly returned warblers and sparrows feeding in the
shrubs along the creek. As the grasses grow dense, perhaps the Northern Harriers will return to
nest again. Maybe this will be the year when the Short-eared Owls, which displayed here in
2019, will find a home within the grassland.
And always, here and elsewhere, there are opportunities for us to help the habitat thrive more, to
support a richer tapestry of birds, plants, and insects. That is exactly what we, together, are
doing – by supporting PPLT’s habitat plantings, working to put up nest boxes, and continuing to
observe the birds here. Thank YOU for your support!
-- Shane Sater
Long-billed Curlew Surveys
Once again this spring, Montana Audubon is looking for volunteers to conduct surveys for
Long-billed Curlews in the Helena, Blackfoot, and Mission Valleys. There will be a webinar on
March 31 at 6:00 pm with more information about the project. Alternatively, you can find
information at montanabirdsurveys.com or contact Peter Dudley, peter@mtaudubon.org.
Curlew surveys will take place between April 8 and May 31.
Wild Wings in Choteau
In just a few weeks, the first migrating Snow Geese
will begin to arrive in Montana. In celebration of this
spectacular annual migration, the town of Choteau
will be hosting their Wild Wings festival from
Friday, March 25 to Sunday, March 27. Events
include free guided walks at Freezout Lake and
presentations by Dr. Stella Cappoccia (MT Tech),
Nancy Milewski (FWP), and Brent Lonner (FWP).
Mark your calendars! For more information, visit
www.facebook.com/wildwingschoteau/ or
visitchoteau.com.
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Snow Geese by Bob Martinka.

Membership Report
Please welcome Last Chance Audubon Society new
members: Ruth Kincaid, Nancy Marks & Hugh von
Swearingen, Sue Near, Regan Johnson, and Ginnie Talley.
Sincere thanks to Last Chance renewing members: Drake
Barton & Kathy Lloyd, Ann Bauchman, Patricia Bik, Mary
Jane Bradbury, Mike Butzlaff, Scott Currey, Bill & Vicki
Fitzgerald, Marlys & Phill Forbes, Jane Fournier & Dan
Ellison, James & Diann Fradette, Dick & Jan Franklin,
Marilyn Hayes, John & Teresa Hoffland, Barry Hood & Eliza
Frazer, Gene & Julie Huntington, Linda Huso, Michele
Marsh, Berta Nason, Larry Peterman, Bill Rainey, Kelly
Rusoff, Berma Saxton, Linda Sharkey, Spencer Shropshire &
Susan Epstein, Pete & Maureen Strazdas, Norma Tirrell, John Red-eyed Vireo in a cottonwood.
Photo by Bob Martinka.
& Teresa Vore, Bill & Nancy Wells, Greg & Wendy
Wheeler, Jerry Wozniak, Susan & Bret Brunner, Keanette
Kelly, Curtis Larsen, Karen Lane, Ruth Swenson, Brad Robinson, Gary Wiens, Jeff Van Tine,
Deborah Massett, Lisa Bay, Jason Socci, Jay Carter, Koyce Bateman, Joel Maes, Sandra &
Gary Barker, Jeff & Sue Miller, Jean Smith, Melanie Schaefer, Mary Yeshe, David Nardinger,
Joy Holloway, Silvia Ceravolo, and Jill Downing.
Please also welcome National Audubon Society new members: Barbara Bessler, Charles
Dikes, Gary Duff, Carol Josephson, Loretta Souders, Jane Weaver, and Liese Zebrun-Gero.
Sincere thanks to National Audubon Society renewing members: John Anthony, Nina
Barfuss, Janet Ellis, Constance Enzweiler, Bradley Heil, Joyce Krings, Gail Moser, Peter Petek,
William Ritts, Sam Samson, Alison Schulte, Robert Shepard, Janet Strandberg, and Muriel
Wild.
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

