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Published September to May Helena, MT Dec 2022/Jan 2023 

Winter Birds of 
the Helena 

Valley 
 

Tuesday, December 
13, 2022 

Program begins 7:00 PM 
 

Montana WILD, 2668 
Broadwater Ave. 

Free – All Are Welcome 
 

One of our favorite birding events is the 
Christmas Bird Count (CBC). This month's 
program will be an enjoyable and informative 
way to review and prepare for the CBC! 
Sharing her excellent photos of our winter 
birds, Sharon Dewart-Hansen will focus on 
the birds most likely to be seen during the 
winter count. At this program you can join in 
with other winter birders, hone your birding 
skills, and enjoy Sharon's bird photography. 
Information on the upcoming CBC, to be held 
December 17, will be discussed and you can 
sign up to participate in the CBC. 
 

Sharon Dewart-Hansen has been a birder “off 
and on” since 1972. She has led field trips for 

Montana Audubon bird festivals, Last Chance 

Audubon, and Birds & Beasleys. Every year 

she leads a section for the Helena CBC. Her 
excellent photographs are frequently seen on 

eBird and have been published in Montana 

Outdoors magazine as well as newspapers. 
She serves Last Chance Audubon as the 

Membership Committee chair and as a Board 

member. Sharon is a retired Quality Reviewer/
Coordinator for Blue Cross Blue Shield of 

Montana. She has a Bachelor’s Degree in 

Secondary Education/History with a minor in 
Native American Studies from Northland 

College and a Master’s Degree in American 

Studies with emphasis in Native American 
Studies from the University of Wyoming. 

Common Redpoll by Sharon Dewart-Hansen. 

Time for Membership Renewals! 
 

It's that time again: stay current with LCAS by renewing your membership! Your membership 
dues support all of our programs. Renew here or fill out the renewal form on page 10. 

https://www.lastchanceaudubon.org/donations/membership/
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Editor's Note: Long-time LCAS member Bill Rainey passed away on November 11, 2022. Rich 
Wirak contributed this Guest President's Perch in memoriam. 
 
Dear Bill Rainey,  

We were two miles past the Chevallier Ranch 
headquarters when we saw the first Golden Eagle. It 
was a force of power, hunting low across the canyon 
walls. It soared onwards into the autumn-blue sky 
without a single wingbeat. We watched five or six 
Goldens that morning.  

On that morning, Golden Eagles were your favorite 
bird. Your favorite bird was always the bird you 
were seeing in your scope or binoculars.  

Eight or ten of us went over to see an Indigo Bunting 
at the bottom of Milligan Canyon. As we were 
watching the bunting flitting on the ground in the 
grass and wildflowers, an American Kestrel swooped 
down to grab it and steal it away from us. It missed! 
Nearly a dozen birders had gathered by now, and we 
let out a collective sigh of relief and a whoop of excitement. There were birders from all over, 
as far away as Idaho. All strangers.  

All strangers, except for you. In no time, you had exchanged greetings and stories with every 
unknown birder there. Mr. Social. Mr. Lover of People.  

Two of my favorite birding partners are high school students. They live on Puget Sound. When 
they travel 900 miles to bird with me, they insist that their parents get them to Helena in time to 
join us, the Tuesday Birders, on our regular Tuesday morning outing, and they want to know 
that you will be birding with us. You were a favorite partner of theirs.  

You had a winsome way with young people. You were not "old" to them. You were smart and 
cool, maybe a hero.  

We have all gone to Freezout Lake for the white goose season. On one cold, windy, 15°F day 
in April, most of the ponds were iced over. The white geese were on half an acre of open water 
on the southern end of the refuge and on a nearby field of wheat stubble. The refuge managers 
estimated that there were 150,000 of them. We were on the road between the open water and 
the field. There was a constant movement of geese over and around us, from water to stubble 
and back again. The cackling sound of goose laughter! The white, sunlit wing flashes! The blue 
spring sky! The white-capped Rocky Mountain Front! The cold, fresh air! The company I was 
with!  

For me and everyone who knew you, you were our favorite company.  

How often have you, the reader of this letter, put your arm around the present and turned to 
look right now in the eye, only to find that right now had moved on?  

Bill Rainey. Photo by Janice Miller. 
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Bill, you loved your past experiences, but how you could bird in the right now! You helped me 
recognize right now, and how to let the rest move on into the past for a while.  

In my memory I am seeing you, Bill. You're walking on a dike somewhere, thick brush on your 
right, cattails and marsh on your left. Marsh Wrens and Red-winged Blackbirds call a morning 
greeting. You're happy, not burdened by the binoculars, camera, monopod, tripod, and Vortex 
spotting scope that you carry with all the style of a man in an LL Bean catalog.  

In my memory, five or six of us are hunkered down, walking into a biting cold wind at the 
Warm Springs Ponds. All but one of us are thinking, “Please, someone say that it's time to turn 
back to the warmth of our cars.” Not you, Bill. You were tough! You were just enjoying the 
moment, and could have hiked into the wind all day.  

In my memory, you're pointing out a Lazuli Bunting in pink-blooming honeysuckle. We're 
watching a Peregrine chasing peeps and yellowlegs at Benton Lake. We're hiking across the 
rockfields below Hauser Dam searching for Canyon Wrens. We're in the dark on Mount 
Helena, jumping up and down and dancing on the mountainside because a Common Poorwill 
has just flown past us.  

In my memory, we're at Freezout Lake, Pond One, sitting on the back bumper of my car. The 
car is facing the ever-present Freezout wind. The hatch is up to defend us from the wind. I have 
a peanut butter sandwich on white bread in my right hand, binoculars in my other hand. You are 
next to me, telling me endless and fascinating stories of Germany, a gravelly spit of land jutting 
into the Bering Sea, working for the ‘mob’ in Jersey. Fine stories. Well, Bill, that place next to 
me on the back bumper of my car, it will always be yours. I will see you scoping out across 
every marsh I ever bird. You will rest fine in my memory forever, my friend.  

I love ya, Bill. We all love ya.  

-- Rich Wirak, one of your many birding companions. 

Mark Your Calendar: Helena Christmas Bird Count 

Last Chance Audubon (LCAS) is hosting the Christmas Bird 
Count in Helena once again this year – and we're back, 
following COVID, to a full-participation count with 
everyone invited! Meet us on the morning of Saturday, 
December 17, 2022 at Family Roots Restaurant (formerly 
Jorgenson's) at 7:00 am. Teams will leave for their 
designated areas around 8:00 am. 

We encourage everyone to come out for this fun event. You 
need not be an expert. Our group leaders are all very 
experienced and enjoy the opportunity to share what they 
know. Participants can sign up for a half day or full day in 
the field. 

LCAS also hosts an evening potluck dinner to celebrate the 
day. The dinner will be held at St. Paul’s Methodist 
Church starting at 5:30 pm. We’ll share food and stories!! 

Please join us for both! If you have questions, please contact 

Coburn Currier (CBC Coordinator) at 449-2475 or email him at clcurrier@hotmail.com. 

American Goldfinch by Sharon 
Dewart-Hansen. 

mailto:clcurrier@hotmail.com
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January Program: 

Ethiopia: A Birding 
Adventure 

 

Tuesday, January 10, 
2023 

Program begins 7:00PM 
 

Montana WILD, 2668 
Broadwater Ave. 

Free – All Are Welcome 
 
Ethiopia is one of Africa’s most productive 
and rewarding birding destinations. It has a 
plethora of endemic birds, many of which are 
very tame and confiding. More than 50 
endemic species are to be found there, 
including Ethiopia’s most sought-after bird 
species, the Ruspoli’s Turaco. The rich 
assemblage of forest and savannah bird 
species, the spectacular landscapes and 
scenery, and a fascinating history combine for 
a great adventure.   
 
These amenities convinced Bob Martinka to 
add Ethiopia to his repertoire of birding 
adventures. As you read this newsletter, Bob is 
experiencing all of the above! He departed for 
Ethiopia on Thanksgiving Day for a nearly 
9,000-mile flight to Addis Ababa and will 
return to Helena in mid-December. 
Immediately upon his return, he has promised 
to assemble a PowerPoint program – hopefully 
with a photo of a Ruspoli’s Turaco  – to share 
his amazing adventure.  
 

Bob Martinka worked for nearly 30 years with 
Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks. In his career 
with FWP, Bob held a number of positions, 
closing his career as Deputy Director. In 
retirement, Bob has become an avid 
photographer, traveling to numerous 
worldwide locations to pursue his interest in 
wild things, including birds, dragonflies, and 
flowers. He has served as a member of the 
Montana Audubon Board and the Montana 
Bird Records Committee. In 2022 he received 
the Montana Audubon Lifetime Achievement 
Award. Bob obtained degrees in Wildlife 
Biology and Ecology from Colorado State 
University and Purdue University, and then a 
PhD from Montana State University in 1970.   

Lilac-breasted Roller by Bob Martinka (in Kenya). 

The Bill Rainey Memorial Osprey Cam 

The LCAS Board has decided to honor Bill Rainey by 
naming our planned Osprey webcam after him upon 
its completion.  

To support the fundraiser, you can visit the donation 
page on our website, or send a check to Last Chance 
Audubon, PO Box 924, Helena, MT, 59624. 

Osprey by Bob Martinka. 

https://www.lastchanceaudubon.org/donations/donate-to-last-chance-audubon-society/
https://www.lastchanceaudubon.org/donations/donate-to-last-chance-audubon-society/
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Purchase a “Hen House” for Our 
Ducks 

Perhaps you were at our September membership 

meeting when Mark Mariano described the hen 

house project for breeding ducks in the Upper 
Clark Fork Valley. Would you like to support this 

project? You can help by purchasing a hen house! 

Each hen house costs the project $80. You can 
donate via our website or by mailing a check to 

the LCAS (PO Box 924, Helena, MT, 59624). 

Please ear-mark the donation for “hen house” in 
the comment section. For further information 

about the hen house project, see our September 

2022 Last Chance Chat newsletter. 

A newly installed hen house. Photo by Mark 
Mariano. 

Raptor Surveys – Join the fun! 

Our sister group, East Cascades Audubon Society 
(ECAS), is developing a project to census winter 

raptor populations in the valleys of the Rocky 

Mountains. The surveys will involve counting 
every raptor that can be seen along designated 

routes established by project manager Jeff 

Fleischer. The routes are designed to travel 
through open terrain that includes grasslands, 

agricultural fields and pastures – all of which can 

be prime winter habitat for Rough-legged and 
Red-tailed Hawks, Golden Eagles, and Prairie 

Falcons, to name a few. ECAS has already put 

over 400 routes in place in Oregon, Washington, 
Idaho, northern California, northern Utah, 

Wyoming – and now, Montana! If you have a 

keen eye for spotting raptors, and the knowledge 
to identify them accurately, this project may be 

for you! The time commitment is just one day a 

month in December, January and February. 
Routes are currently available in the Three Forks 

area, the Deer Lodge Valley, and the beautiful 

Ruby Valley. Additional routes may be considered in the Flathead and Missoula valleys. If you 
have an interest in joining this project, please contact Stephen Turner at 

turnstonest@gmail.com. 

-- Stephen Turner 

Rough-legged Hawk by Bob Martinka. 

https://www.lastchanceaudubon.org/donations/donate-to-last-chance-audubon-society/
mailto:turnstonest@gmail.com
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Looking Towards Spring During the Dark Days of Winter 
 

Benefiting our Native Birds 
 

It has always amazed me that tiny birds like 
chickadees, nuthatches, and redpolls are able to 
tolerate sub-zero temperatures and find food during 
the winter. Not only do they survive: they come 
through into spring ready to raise another brood.   
 

Obviously, wintering and even springtime feeding and 
watering stations are of great benefit to our adult 
feathered friends.   
 

But when late spring arrives, and with it the baby bird 
season, the feathered parents need a ready supply of 
caterpillars and other soft-bodied insect larvae. These 
insects are essential to baby birds. Without them, they 
won’t survive.   
 

According to Doug Tallamy, professor of entomology 
and wildlife ecology at the University of Delaware, a 
single pair of breeding chickadees must find 6,000 to 
9,000 caterpillars to rear one clutch of young! This 
works out to 350 to 570 caterpillars every day for 16 
to 18 days depending on the size of the clutch. WOW! 
 

Where do birds find caterpillars? 
 

Like the iconic Monarch butterfly that will only lay its 
eggs on milkweed, 90% of our caterpillar species can 
only complete their development on three or fewer 
specific types of plants. They depend on native 
plants, which they've evolved with for eons. (Doug 
Tallamy, Nature’s Best Hope.) 
 

Among the plant diversity of Lewis and Clark 
County, we have at least 129 genera of herbaceous 
plants and 27 genera of trees and shrubs. Starting in 
February 2023, we will take a look at some of our native plant superstars for supporting 
caterpillars. For example, among our tree/shrub species, the willows (genus Salix) are some of 
our local superstars, potentially hosting an incredible 309 different species of caterpillars. 
Goldenrods (genus Solidago) are the local superstars of the herbaceous world, hosting up to 65 
caterpillar species around Helena. 
 

We will look at the native plants that you can plant in a garden, outdoor container, or lawn. Stay 
tuned in February! 
 

In the meanwhile, if you would like to peruse a list of the native plants and trees in our area, 
please email me, Ruth Swenson: ruthannaswenson@gmail.com. 
 

Also, if you have some down time, Doug Tallamy has several YouTube presentations on this 
subject that are both entertaining and informative.  
 
-- Ruth Swenson 

Song Sparrows are among the birds that 
shift their diet seasonally: from seeds in 

the fall and winter to insects in the 
breeding season. Photos by Shane Sater. 

mailto:ruthannaswenson@gmail.com
https://whatsgoingonblog.org/2022/11/07/kochia-fall-sparrows/
https://whatsgoingonblog.org/2022/11/07/kochia-fall-sparrows/
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State of the Birds 2022 

In recent months, the North American Bird 
Conservation Initiative published the 2022 State of 
the Birds report. This group of governmental 
agencies, private organizations, and bird initiatives 
collaborated to produce a document that provides 
insight into the changes in North American bird 
populations, as well as the impacts that are driving 
these changes. The report is extremely dire. It 
indicates that birds in every habitat (excepting 
wetlands) are trending downward. For example, in the 
last five decades, grassland bird populations have 
decreased by an astonishing 34%. Shorebirds are 
down by 33%. Arid land birds have lost 26%. Sea 
ducks and birds of the eastern and western forest are 
also in trouble. According to the report, 70 species 
have now reached a “tipping point,” which means that 
these birds have already lost half of their population, 
and could lose another 50% in the next 50 years. 

The report also provides some insight into what 
humans can do to reverse the trends that have 
plagued birds for the last 50 years. Suggestions 
include:  

• Restoring habitat – think places like Sevenmile 
Creek and the Lake Helena Important Bird 
Area. Even places like the K-Mart Wetlands 
and Nature Park need our help! Then there are 
our urban and residential areas – see Ruth 
Swenson's article on native plants, above. 

• Reducing hazards for birds: stopping window 
collisions, keeping cats indoors, recycling, and 
reducing our carbon footprint. 

• Helping species in trouble and supporting 
efforts to study impacted bird species – Sage 
Grouse, Pinyon Jays, and Bobolinks, for 
example. This includes citizen science efforts 
like surveys for Long-billed Curlews and 
raptors! 

The time is now! Get involved with Last Chance Audubon (LCAS) and help the birds today. 
Jump in on an LCAS clean-up day at the K-Mart Ponds or at Nature Park. Help with a 
Sevenmile Creek survey. Submit an eBird checklist when you're out birding. Commit to 
keeping your kitty indoors. Use Acopian Bird Savers (https://www.birdsavers.com/) to prevent 
window strikes. And my favorite – drink local beer (reduced transportation means reduced 
emissions)! We can do this!  

To read the full 2022 report, please visit: https://www.stateofthebirds.org/2022/. 

-- Stephen Turner 

Bobolink by Bob Martinka. This grassland-
breeder is one of our local birds on the list of 

tipping point species. 

https://www.stateofthebirds.org/2022/
https://www.stateofthebirds.org/2022/
https://www.stateofthebirds.org/2022/taxonomic-list-of-on-alert-and-tipping-point-species/
https://www.stateofthebirds.org/2022/taxonomic-list-of-on-alert-and-tipping-point-species/
https://www.birdsavers.com/
https://www.stateofthebirds.org/2022/
https://www.stateofthebirds.org/2022/taxonomic-list-of-on-alert-and-tipping-point-species/
https://www.stateofthebirds.org/2022/taxonomic-list-of-on-alert-and-tipping-point-species/
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Citizen Scientists Needed for Rosy-finch Feeder Surveys! 

This winter, Montana Audubon is partnering with 
Utah’s Sageland Collaborative on a multi-state 
project in an effort to better understand the 
population status, distribution, survival rates, 
demography, and migratory tendencies of rosy-
finches – all of which are poorly known. Rosy-
Finches breed around cliffs and snowfields in our 
highest elevations, and are particularly vulnerable to 
the effects of climate change.  

While population studies of Rosy-Finches in their 
remote, difficult-to-access summer breeding habitats 
are extremely challenging, these birds move to lower elevations when the snow flies, and 
regularly visit bird feeders in many parts of western and central Montana. MT Audubon is 
looking for birders who are interested in helping with this project by watching a feeder for 20 
minutes, once a month from December to April, and reporting their observations. Even if you 
rarely or never see rosy-finches at your feeder, your contribution will be valued. 

If you'd like to participate, find more information here, or contact MT Audubon's Avian 
Specialist Bo Crees (bcrees@mtaudubon.org) or Volunteer Coordinator Cassidy Dinkel 
(cassidy@mtaudubon.org). 

Observing Birds Adult Ed Course – Coming in March! 

A collaborative effort is underway to offer 
an adult education course this spring (Mar/
Apr) for adults who are budding birders and 
looking to enhance their birding skills. The 
Mt. Desert Island Adult Education (Bar 
Harbor, Maine) online course will be 
presented in a unique manner with two 
instructors on either side of the country: one 
from Southwest Harbor, Maine (Craig 
Kesselheim) and one from Helena, Montana 
(Stephen Turner). The interactive course 
will strive to enhance the enjoyment, 
knowledge, and skills of birders through 
observation, and will provide insight into 
identifying birds in a variety of habitats. Up 
to 12 students from Maine and 12 from 
Montana will be enrolled in the class. The 
class will be offered to current (2023) 
members of Last Chance Audubon Society 
first, with remaining slots to be filled by others who have an interest. Classes will meet by 
Zoom on Thursday afternoons/evenings (tentatively), and a minimum of two field outings will 
be offered to students during the course. If you have an interest in this class, please contact 
Stephen Turner (turnstonest@gmail.com). Additional details will be forthcoming in the 
February newsletter. 

-- Stephen Turner 

Lazuli Bunting by Bob Martinka and Osprey by 
Stephen Turner. 

Gray-crowned Rosy-finch by Shane Sater. 

https://mtaudubon.org/birds-science/citizen-science-opportunities/species-specific-projects/
mailto:bcrees@mtaudubon.org
mailto:cassidy@mtaudubon.org
https://mdi.maineadulted.org/
mailto:turnstonest@gmail.com
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Membership Report 

Please welcome Last Chance Audubon 
Society new members: Frank Cooper, Nathan 
Phillips, Vern Schneider, and Mike Vashro. 

Sincere thanks to Last Chance renewing 
members: Mike Bishop, Glenda Bradshaw, Jay 
Carter, Constance Fiske, Sue Jackson, Bryce 
Maxell, Ken Metzger, Sue Newell, Georgia 
Rehbein, Sandy Shull, Gary Wiens, Rich Wirak, 
Sandy & Len Wheeler, Clifford Sheets, Dave & 
Pam Raney, Evelyn Norton, Barb Belt, and 
Birds & Beasleys. 

Please also welcome National Audubon 
Society new members: Frances Briggeman, 
Marlys Forbes, Holly Franz, and Kimberly 
Schaefer.  

Sincere thanks to National Audubon Society renewing members: Bonnie Baker, Margaret 
Hubber, Russell Wrigg, Terry Copenhaver, and Roseva Guest.  

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  

Common Loon by Janice Miller. 

https://www.lastchanceaudubon.org/
mailto:customerservice@audubon.org
mailto:smdewarthansen@charter.net
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https://www.facebook.com/lastchanceaudubon 

Website: https://www.lastchanceaudubon.org/ 

Last Chance Audubon Society 

PO Box 924 

Helena, MT 59624 

First-Class 
Postage 

Required 
Helena MT 59601 

Support LCAS through a donation or 
membership today! 

LCAS COMMITTEE CHAIRS/
CONTACTS 
 

Birdseed Sale: Sue Jackson & 
Sandy Shull, 443-4486 or 449-
0904  
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, 208-597-
0488, 
info@whatsgoingonblog.org  

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: 443-
3949  

LCAS BOARD 
 

PRESIDENT: Janice Miller, 
439-5762, jan2854@gmail.com 
SECRETARY: Brian Shovers, 443-
6640, sholace0848@gmail.com  
TREASURER: Sue Jackson, 443-
4486, 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, 
info@whatsgoingonblog.org  
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: Glenda 
Bradshaw, bradshaw@mt.net 
BOARD AT LARGE: Don Skaar, 
tedradon@gmail.com  

https://www.facebook.com/lastchanceaudubon
https://www.lastchanceaudubon.org/
https://www.lastchanceaudubon.org/donations/donate-to-last-chance-audubon-society/
https://www.lastchanceaudubon.org/donations/membership/
mailto:clcurrier@hotmail.com
mailto:sholace0848@gmail.com
mailto:mtnutmeg@gmail.com
mailto:info@whatsgoingonblog.org
mailto:mthusker@charter.net
mailto:lhiltunen@q.com
mailto:jan2854@gmail.com
mailto:sholace0848@gmail.com
mailto:suejacksonmt@gmail.com
mailto:turnstonest@gmail.com
mailto:mtnutmeg@gmail.com
mailto:info@whatsgoingonblog.org
mailto:smdewarthansen@charter.net
mailto:clcurrier@hotmail.com
mailto:rmartink@aol.com
mailto:bradshaw@mt.net
mailto:tedradon@gmail.com

