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Make Way for 
the Migrants
By Jane Tillman

Some people say that Central Texas does not really have 
seasons. Those folks must not be birdwatchers. The 
changing of the seasons is taking place right before our 
eyes. What will spring bring?

Lazuli Bunting from Wikimedia Commons

We are so fortunate to live in Central Texas, at a great 
crossroads of the avian highway. Depending on the winds, 
will we get some western birds that are pushed east (like 
the Lazuli Buntings last year), or eastern birds pushed 
west? (A Connecticut Warbler would provoke a rendezvous 
of Austin’s best birders.) Will there be a fallout, which is 
good for birders, but deadly to birds? Who spotted the first 
Golden-cheeked Warbler of the season and when? The 
game is on.

If you are a fair-weather birder, now is the time to dust 
off your field guide and binoculars. You may notice that 
the Yellow-rumped Warblers are beginning to take on their 
striking breeding plumage, trading in their drab winter 
feathers. Watch your bird bath for a dapper Gray Catbird or 
striking Yellow Warbler taking a dip.

When you walk at Lady Bird Lake, note that the duck pop-
ulation has started to dwindle, and the Double-crested 
Cormorant numbers in the cypress trees on the south side 
of the lake are tapering off. The Green Herons start to re-
turn in April, and more Yellow-crowned Night Herons are 
stalking retention ponds around town.

Remember to look up, and you may be treated to a kettle 
of Broad-winged Hawks streaming north, from their winter 
home in northern South America. Depending on weather 
conditions, they may appear like floaters in your eyes, so 
hope for clouds that provide contrast and put them a lit-
tle closer to earth. If you are lucky, you might see elegant 
long-winged Mississippi Kites moving effortlessly toward 
their territories in North Texas, Oklahoma, and Kansas.

Yellow-crowned Night Heron from Wikimedia Commons

Now is your one chance of the year to spot a White-rumped 
Sandpiper. Windy Point at Lake Travis would be a good 
place to look. We see them in Central Texas only in the 
spring, as their fall migration takes them from their tundra 
breeding grounds across the northeastern U.S., out across 
the Atlantic Ocean, and then south to extreme southern 
South America. 

Many warblers, buntings, flycatchers, orioles, gulls, and 
cuckoos are, or soon will be, winging their way across 
Central Texas. Some will breed here, but others have many 
more miles to go. We bid them all a safe journey and suc-
cessful nesting for their and our sakes. •

Migration is a perilous journey. Here are 
two practical tips that will make your yard a 
better way station for birds on the move.

1.  Provide clean, shallow water that is safe from predators, 
especially of the feline persuasion, who lurk in wait for any 
unsuspecting bird.

2.  Plant a native plant for its wildlife value. Native plants provide 
the insects, seeds, nectar, nuts, and fruits that birds rely on. 
Check the TAS Urban Habitat webpage for a helpful plant list, 
then visit the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center native 
plant sale in April to get started. Register to take the spring 
Habitat Stewards training, co-sponsored by Travis Audubon.
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President’s 
Column
Appreciating Urban Habitat

by Caroline Jones 

Spring is here and with it, on April 1, comes Tra-
vis Audubon’s new fiscal year. This is an oppor-
tune time to look back at last year and what we 
accomplished. Some examples are the many 
wonderful field trips and classes – led or taught 
by experts willing to share their knowledge; a 
Bird-a-Thon with more teams than ever; month-
ly meetings that were well attended, educa-
tional, and fun; summer nights with the Purple 
Martins and hundreds of people each night at 

Highland Mall; a successful Victor Emanuel lun-
cheon honoring true conservation hero J. Da-
vid Bamberger; outreach to thousands through 
presentations given throughout the community; 
events and opportunities for youth and adults 
at our three sanctuaries; and an enjoyable and 
delicious holiday party.

None of these examples, or any other event or 
program, happens at Travis Audubon without 
many, many hours of planning and implemen-
tation. Without our committed volunteers and 
hard-working staff, we could not have accom-
plished what we did last year, or any year. Bird-
ers and non-birders alike have participated in 
and learned from events and programs of Travis 
Audubon. To each one of you who actively par-
ticipates in and volunteers for this great organi-
zation – THANK YOU! •

Subscription Information

Signal Smoke (ISSN 1931-9282) is published 
six times yearly. Subscription is a membership 
benefit. To join, use the form on the back page, 
or go to www.travisaudubon.org for an online 
form. For address or subscription changes, call 
512.300.BIRD (2473) or e-mail info@travis-
audubon.org. USPS does not forward Signal 
Smoke. No part of this publication may be re-
produced without permission in writing from 
Travis Audubon. Copyright © 2014.

Newsletter Deadline

The submissions deadline is the first day of 
the month preceding the first month of publi-
cation (for example, August 1 for the March/
April issue). Submit non-copyrighted articles, 
announcements, and art to Aaron Prager, care 
of Nancy Manning, at nancy@travisaudubon.
org. Submissions by email are preferred but not 
required. Call Nancy at 300-BIRD if you have 
questions. •

About Signal Smoke

Travis Audubon Committee Chairs
Habitat  vacant  512-300-BIRD 
Conservation 

Education  Byron Stone 970-5154 
Frances Cerbins 300-BIRD

Field Trips Jeff Patterson 487-2755 
 Terry Banks 300-BIRD

Hornsby Bend Cullen Hanks 300-BIRD

Hospitality Susan Moak 925-4590

Latin America Bob Warneke  300-BIRD

Monthly Meeting  Shelia Hargis 300-BIRD 
Coordinators Laurie Foss 300-BIRD

Sanctuary Terri Siegenthaler 300-BIRD

Speaker’s Bureau Jane Tillman 300-BIRD

Youth Education Nancy Manning 300-BIRD

Urban Habitat Lynn Hill 300-BIRD 
 Nancy Townsend 300-BIRD
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WHEATSVILLE FOOD CO-OP is a 
full service, natural foods cooperative 

grocery store serving the central 
Austin community since 1976.

wheatsville.com
3101 Guadalupe St. 
4001 S. Lamar Blvd.



iNaturalist: A Tool for 
Managing Your Obser-
vations and Supporting 
Conservation
Thursday, March 20, 2014: 
Speaker: Cullen Hanks

iNaturalist is a powerful tool that allows you to 
post and organize your photographs in a way 
that generates data for conservation organiza-
tions. In addition, since the platform is designed to validate and provide 
feedback on species identification, it is a valuable tool for developing your 
skills as a naturalist. This presentation will review how to explore data on 
iNaturalist, as well as post and manage your observations with photographs 
or sound recordings. It will also review how Texas Parks & Wildlife is using 
projects on iNaturalist to generate data on Species of Greatest Conservation 
Need (SGCN), and how it plans to use that data to benefit wild populations. 
More information is available at iNaturalist.org.

Cullen Hanks is a birder and general naturalist. Originally from Houston, he 
was introduced to birding by the Houston Audubon Society and through 
multiple Victor Emanuel birding camps, and he still has a passion for nat-
ural history in Texas. He has worked as a biologist on projects relating to 
bird migration, wintering habitat, and the wildlife trade. Cullen has a B.A. 
in Biology from Cornell University, and an M.A. in Latin American Studies 
from the University of Texas at Austin. Currently, he works for the Texas 
Parks & Wildlife Department on the Texas Natural Diversity Database, which 
tracks information on populations of Species of Greatest Conservation Need 
(SGCN). Cullen also serves on the Travis Audubon Board.
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Purple Martins:  
The Full Story
Thursday, April 17, 2014 – Location, To Be Announced: 
Speakers: Andy and Julia Balinsky

Purple Martins are North America’s largest swal-
low. They are colony nesters and the populations 
east of the Rocky Mountains are totally depen-
dent on human-made housing for their nest sites. 
This makes for interesting interactions between 
humans and the martins. Maybe you have seen 
the very active and vocal colony at Hornsby Bend. Maybe you are a Purple 
Martin landlord with your own colony. Maybe you have witnessed the roost 
spectacle at Highland Mall. If so, you know these birds are amazing. Join 
us in April as Andy and Julia Balinsky give us the full story of the Purple 
Martin’s life, from egg to migrant. They will also talk about the fascinating 
relationship between humans and martins. For more information on martins, 
see the Purple Martin account in All About Birds, allaboutbirds.org. You can 
also find lots of information on the Purple Martin Conservation Association’s 
website at purplemartin.org. 

Andy and Julia Balinsky have been the stewards of the Hornsby Bend Purple 
Martin colony since 2003. They have watched over 1,300 Purple Martin 
babies fledge during that time. They have even hand-fed babies during 
late cold fronts! They have also spent many evenings watching the martin 
pre-migration staging roost at Highland Mall in the summer. They teach the 
Purple Martin Workshop for Travis Audubon. For those of you who haven’t 
been around the birding community long, the Balinskys are famous for their 
Hornsby Bend wedding! Yes, it’s true. They tied the knot at the birding blind 
at Hornsby. •

Travis Audubon 
Monthly Meetings
Location: First Presbyterian Church, 8001 Mesa Dr., Austin, TX 78731 
Time: Doors open at 6:30 p.m. for social time. Program begins at 7:00 p.m. 
Refreshments are provided.

NOTICE OF ANNUAL 
BUSINESS MEETING

This year’s Annual Business Meeting will be held at 7 p.m. March 20 as part of the 
General Membership Meeting. Please see the slate of proposed candidates for the 
Board of Directors: 

http://travisaudubon.org/about-us/board-of-directors

Our sponsors help Travis Audubon defray the room rental and hospitality costs of our general member meetings. 
Please help us to thank them by supporting these fine businesses.

Cullen Hanks 
Photo compliments of Cullen

Julia and Andy. Photo com-
pliments of the Balinskys

Lake Front Rooms
Stunning Sunsets
Great Birding Site
Kayaks, Canoes, SUP Boards
Remodeled 2011

www.paintedskyinn.com | 1400 CR 128 Burnet, TX 78611 | 512.715.9896
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Photo credits: Northern Parula, Ruby-Throated Hummingbird, and Black-throated Green Warbler by William Majoros. Painted Bunting, Yellow-
billed Cuckoo, and Eastern Wood Pewee by Steve Baranoff. Purple Martin by Andrew Balinsky. Cerulean Warbler by Rebecca Field.

Did you know that back in 1952 the Canyon Wren was abundant in what is now Austin proper? 

What will it be like 62 years from now?

2014 SPRING APPEAL
Name:

Address:

City/Zip:

Email:

Donation Amount:

Travis Audubon cannot bring back the 

canyon Wren to our present condo canyons, 

but we can and must speak strongly and 

act to protect the birds that still exist in our 

landscape. We have ducks, cormorants and 

grebes on Lady Bird Lake, golden-cheeked 

Warblers on the Balcones canyonlands 

Preserve and on our own Baker Sanctuary. 

We build chimney Swift Towers and Purple 

Martin houses so those wonderful insect 

eaters stay in our community. We teach 

homeowners how to create habitats for our 

native birds with native plants.

hundreds of newcomers are moving to the 

Austin area every month. This influx creates 

great pressure on our beautiful central Texas 

landscape and requires special efforts to 

protect our remaining natural areas. 

For 62 years, Travis Audubon has been a 

strong voice for conservation and the Austin 

community has responded with preserves 

and parks. With accelerated urban 

development we must accelerate our efforts 

for conservation. 

Will you invest at least $62 to help protect 

our future and the future of our children 

and grandchildren? Or go for the gusto and 

donate $620! 

And to make this fun and interesting: Take 

up the challenge and find 62 birds in the 

next 2 months! We will publish the names of 

the 62-bird-finders and also award a special 

beautiful bird bookmark to those who meet 

the challenge.

With your help, Travis Audubon will keep on 

advocating for wildlife and the environment, 

inspiring others to appreciate and honor our 

natural spaces. You have the power to keep 

our mission alive and thriving for 62 more 

years and beyond! 

Thank you.

You can donate online by clicking on the 

“donate Now” button on our homepage. Then, 

choose “Spring Appeal,” or you can use the 

form below to mail a check to: 

3710 cedar St., Box 5; Austin, TX 78705

Tr
av

is A
udubon is 62 years old this year!



Chaetura Canyon 

by Georgean and Paul Kyle, Sanctuary Stewards

In just a few short weeks, the Chimney Swifts will be returning to their 
nesting grounds in North America. The first twinkling flight and cheerful 
chattering of the swifts are usually reported in Central Texas in early to 
mid March. If you have a Chimney Swift Tower, a masonry chimney where 
swifts have nested before, or if you would like to open your chimney for 
these remarkable birds, now is the time to do the necessary maintenance 
to prepare for their return. 

If you have a masonry chimney, have it cleaned by a reputable professional 
chimney sweep. If you need a reference, please contact us for the name of 
a local sweep that will work with you to make your chimney safe for you and 
the Chimney Swifts. If you have a Tower, remove and clean the bottom, re-
move the old nest, replace the bottom and apply a small band of Tanglefoot 
(brand) insect barrier around the top of each leg to keep the fire ants out 
during the coming season. If you want to save all of the detritus from the 
bottom, we can tell how to evaluate last year’s nesting season. Just send 
us an email for instructions. 

There are 17 Chimney Swift towers on the Chaetura Canyon Sanctuary, and 
we performed maintenance on 16 of them in early January. The final tower 
will be evaluated during the upcoming Tower Workshop. We found that 15 
towers were occupied, 59 eggs were laid and 32 youngsters successfully 
fledged from the Canyon towers in 2013. The first swifts arrived on March 
21, and the last swifts were sighted on October 17. Swifts were present for 
211 days last year.

If you would like to learn more about Chimney Swifts, please visit  
www.ChimneySwifts.org. If you would like to learn how to build a Chimney 
Swift Tower and help build the 18th tower at Chaetura Canyon, please join 
us for the Chimney Swift Tower Workshop scheduled for Sunday afternoon 
March 16th.
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We have workdays, workshops, events and dinners scheduled for every 
month through September. Registration is required, so check the TAS web 
page or contact us for more information: Kyle@ChimneySwifts.org

We hope to see you at the Canyon this year!

Baker Sanctuary 

Article and Photos by Chris Murray, Sanctuary Steward

As I’ve mentioned in previous articles, spring is my favorite time of year at 
Baker Sanctuary. The first week of March marks the seasonal return of 
Golden-cheeked Warblers who will waste no time in setting up territories, 
finding mates, and raising a brood or two. To add to the mix, other Neo-
tropical migrants will begin to filter in with some, such as the Black-and-
white Warbler, hanging around to breed while other species stop over briefly 
before winging onward to their breeding grounds. Florally, the landscape 
comes alive with the first wave of wildflowers making an appearance and 
dormant trees and shrubs awakening with a profusion of fresh leaf buds and 
flowers. If all goes well, mild temperatures combined with rainfall should 
make for an enjoyable hiking experience.

While everyone has their favorite trail to hike at Baker, I want to take a 
minute to expound upon the virtues of what I feel is an under-utilized trail, 
the Hatfield Loop, named after a 50-acre parcel located in the southeast 
corner of the preserve, the Hatfield tract. Beginning in the uplands of the 
parking lot, the trail follows the east leg of the Baker Springs Loop before 
veering east toward the Deer Creek development where it takes a dogleg 
south alongside a slice of suburbia. About 1,500 feet further down the trail, 
a serene resting area is reached, complete with a plaque commemorating 
Grover Maynard Hatfield, Jr. Near this point the trail leaves the uplands 
and drops into an extensive and well-shaded valley formed by Kutac Creek, 
an ephemeral headwater tributary of Cypress Creek. The trail then winds 
through the bottomlands until it emerges from the forest to run next to the 
southern boundary of the Sanctuary, marked by an eight-foot deer fence. 
At this point, there are several great views of a small storm water retention 

Sanctuary News

Hatfield Loop — Stormwater Retention Pond

Chimney Swift nest with eggs in a tower at Chaetura Canyon



This year 40 College Forward high school students again lent their strong 
backs and energy to blazing trails and hauling giant cut non-natives from 
the savannah. College Forward “coaches underserved, motivated students 
to achieve the benefits of higher education and a college degree.” (http://
collegeforward.org/why-co-fo/) We can attest to their high level of motiva-
tion! 

TriBeta is a University of Texas service group for biology honor students. 
TriBeta has volunteered in nearly every work day at Blair Woods since 2008 
and has produced some all-stars who have become Blair Woods team lead-
ers, Explore and Restore leaders, and active Travis Audubon members. 

Finally, Boy Scout Troop 8, chartered and sponsored by the North by North-
east Rotary Club, has joined us for many Blair Woods workdays. The Troop 
likes to refer to themselves as “the Great Troop 8,” and we believe they have 
earned that title. This year the Scouts focused on more clearing and then 
seeding of the savannah. 

We are honored that these organizations have made Blair Woods a tradition 
on MLK Day. •

pond located adjacent to the preserve on land belonging to Cedar Park. De-
pending on the time of year, species not typically spotted at Baker, such as 
Green Heron, Great Blue Heron, Great Egret, Belted Kingfisher, Song Spar-
row, and American Wigeon, can sometimes be glimpsed lurking about the 
reeds. After the pond, the trail heads west out of the valley where it even-
tually rejoins the Baker Springs Loop for the return jaunt to the parking lot. 

Not only does the Hatfield Loop offer a fairly diverse sampling of habitats, its 
2.7 mile length makes it one of the longer hikes at the Sanctuary and it also 
hosts the only known mesquite tree on the property, but you will have to find 
it for yourself. Baker is open, the birds are singing, and the weather is ideal, 
a perfect time to check out the Sanctuary and Hatfield Loop. 

Blair Woods

Article and Photos by Nancy Manning

The Tradition Of Volunteering Continues at Blair Woods on 
Martin Luther King Day

Every year since 2008 we have been fortunate to have three groups join us 
in the restoration of Travis Audubon’s Blair Woods Sanctuary. These groups 
honor Martin Luther King by choosing Blair Woods in east Austin as their 
project to give back to their community. 

 Travis Audubon Society • Signal Smoke • March/April 2014 7

Hatfield Loop — Hatfield Spring Hatfield Loop Trail

Seeding the Savannah More College Forward students, hard at work

College Forward students cut a trail to the old Blair Woods Spring House
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2014
Baker Sanctuary
Open House

Saturday, April 19, 9 a.m. – 12:30 p.m.
Baker Sanctuary 
12308 Lime Creek Rd. • Leander, TX 78641

Free and open to the public   
for one day only!
Don’t miss this event!
Come enjoy this rare glimpse of our beautiful wildlife sanctuary 
at this fun event for the whole family! Join guided tours featur-
ing Golden-cheeked Warblers, sanctuary plants, butterflies and 
bugs. Kids can take part in a variety of activities such as nest 
box building, bird identification, bird bean bag toss, and making 
a pine cone bird feeder.

Trail snacks will be served during our walks, and a light lunch 
will be available from 11:30 to 12:30. Please bring your own water 
bottle that can be refilled on site.

For more information, contact Travis Audubon:
travisaudubon.org • facebook.com/TravisAudubon • 512-300-BIRD (2473)



Spotlight on Advisory 
Council Member Andy 
Sansom, Ph.D.
This is the second in a series of articles highlighting 
each of our Advisory Council members.

Andrew Sansom is one of Texas’ leading conservationists. He is the ex-
ecutive director of the Meadows Center for Water and the Environment 
(formerly the River Systems Institute) and research professor of geography 
at Texas State University-San Marcos. According to the Meadows Center, 
Andy coordinates university policy and research related to freshwater re-
sources, manages the headwaters of the San Marcos River; administers the 
most extensive freshwater environmental education program in Texas; and 
supervises the training and coordination of more than 1,000 volunteer water 
monitors in rivers and streams throughout the state.
www.meadowscenter.txstate.edu/people/staff/sansom.html
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Andy with a Valley View Rainbow

Andy is a native of Brazoria County and has dedicated his life to environ-
mental conservation. He is a Distinguished Alumnus of Texas Tech Universi-
ty and Austin College. Andy joined the staff of the National Recreation and 
Park Association in Washington, D.C., in l969. He served as environmental 
coordinator for the White House Conference on Youth; Special Assistant to 
Interior Secretary Rogers C.B. Morton; director of conservation education 
at the Federal Energy Administration; and deputy director of the Energy 
Institute at the University of Houston.

Prior to his current position, Andy was executive director of the Texas Parks 
and Wildlife Dept., where he led many important initiatives, such as: the cre-
ation of two hatcheries that also serve as research laboratories, educational 
centers and aquariums; developing new urban fish and wildlife programs to 
promote awareness of conservation, including those that introduce children 
to nature; founding the Parks and Wildlife Foundation of Texas; and adding 
over 500,000 acres to the State Parks and Wildlife Management Areas.

Andy is also the former executive director of the Texas Nature Conservancy. 
He has served on the board of trustees of the Texas Historical Foundation, 
Bat Conservation International, KLRU Public Television in Austin, and the 
National Audubon Society.

Andy has received many awards for his commitment to the management 
and protection of natural resources, and his articles have appeared in many 
Texas publications. His book Texas Lost was published in 1995 and Texas 
Past followed in 1997. He wrote Water in Texas: an Introduction, which was 
published in 2008 as part of the University of Texas Press’ Texas Natural 
History Guides series.

Andy lives in Austin with his wife Nona.

Advisory Council Members:
• Carter Smith, Executive Director, Texas Parks and Wildlife Department

•  Andrew Sansom, Executive Director, The Meadows Center for Water and 
the Environment at Texas State University-San Marcos

• Victor Emanuel, President, Victor Emanuel Nature Tours

•  Karen Huber, Water Policy Professional, Former Travis County 
commissioner

• J. David Bamberger, Executive Director, Bamberger Ranch Preserve

•  Sam Fason, DDS, Oral Surgeon, and former Travis Audubon board 
member •

Bird-a-thon Memories
By Nancy Manning

Was it 2006 that Ed Fair joined Roxie Rochart’s Bird-a-thon team to bird 
Commons Ford? Was that when the seed was planted for Ed’s now famous 
Commons Ford Prairie Restoration project?

In 2010 Meta Hunt and Trent Miller’s Bird-a-thon team launched the Owl-a-
thon that took their team from Austin to Estes Park, Colorado. 

What adventure or project might you initiate simply by creating or joining a 
Bird-a-thon team? Find out at the March 25th lasagna and wine dinner for 
Bird-a-thon team captains. 

Contact Nancy at nancy@travisaudubon.org to register for the Bird-a-
thon dinner and to plan your next adventure. •

Bird-A-Thon 2014



Article and Photos by Bill Reiner

A smattering of fresh green begins in 
March in central Texas, and builds toward 

a climax late in April. Wildflowers in a rainbow of col-
ors spangle the greening canvas. Prairie and forest, 
riverside and ridgetop, even lawns and highway shoul-
ders dress up as spring careens across the landscape. 
The palette varies with the assortment of plants adapt-
ed to every microhabitat. 

An especially striking micro-community in the spring 
is one that has adapted to the pockmarked limestone 
boulders and cliff faces in the woodlands at the west-
ern fringes of Austin. That specific niche is a legacy 
of the seas that inundated our area during the Creta-
ceous Era millions of years ago. Sediments deposited 
on the floors of those seas eventually compacted into 
the limestones that are the dominant surface bedrock 
from Austin westward.

“Honeycombing,” as it is often called, does not develop 
on all limestone layers but is a common feature of the 
massive limestones of the Edwards formation. Since 
the Edwards formation is otherwise resistant to ero-
sion, it frequently forms the backbones of ridges and 
the rims of canyons in our area. The plant community 
inhabiting ridgetop outcrops is usually limited by its 
exposure to the desiccating sun. But where shade 
slows the evaporation of rainwater from the pockets, 
a lush covering of plants can grow – a virtual hanging 
garden. Several of the plants growing in these micro-
habitats bloom or reach peak verdancy in the spring, 
making them a delight to the eye, as well as a botan-
ical interest.

Naturalist ’s Calendar
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Less conspicuous are the little annual Rock Pellitory (Parietaria pensyl-
vanica ) plants that can nearly cover honeycombed boulders. Pellitory is a 
member of the nettle family, and like other nettles has tiny greenish flowers 
clustered at the bases of the leaves. Unlike other nettles, though, pellitory 
has no stinging hairs. The leaves, actually, are quite edible, and taste re-
markably like a garden vegetable – so much so that another common name 
is “Cucumber-plant.” (Caution: always be certain of the identification of any 
wild plant before tasting it.)

Cedar Sage

Cedar Sage (Salvia roemeriana ) can grow in a variety of habitats, but seems 
to favor the solution pockets of honeycombed limestone. As a result, the 
Black-chinned Hummingbirds that return to central Texas in March will also 
gravitate toward this microhabitat, drawn to the dazzling scarlet tubular 
blooms. Mexican-Buckeye (Ungnadia speciosa ) also frequents the pock-
marked canyon rims and bouldertops. Large specimens of this shrub may 
even persist in the bigger cavities, if moisture is sufficient. The bright pink 
blooms can sometimes be mistaken, from a distance, for those of Redbud 
trees that may also grow in these niches.

Mexican-Buckeye

One of the rarest of the limestone niche plants is also a shrub. Canyon 
Mock-Orange (Philadelphus ernestii ) is not only endemic to central Texas, 
but is known from a mere five counties, including Travis and Hays. Fortu-
nately, some populations are protected as a “species of concern” within the 
Balcones Canyonlands Preserve. (A similar species, the Texas Mock-Or-
ange, is found in four more counties on the southern edge of the Edwards 
Plateau.) 

Continued

Wild Columbine

Wild Columbine (Aquilegia canadensis ) may be the most eye-catching 
inhabitant of these limestone niches. The unmistakable red-and-yellow 
blooms dangle on long, thin stalks above the boulders and walls. Though 
this plant has a wide range – all the way to Canada, as the Latin name 
suggests – in our area, the plants are almost always found growing atop 
pockmarked limestone. 

Limestone boulder capped with Wild Columbine and False Dayflower.

Columbines are frequently accompanied on the rocks by the showy indi-
go-purple blooms of Giant Spiderwort (Tradescantia gigantea ) and False 
Dayflower (Tinantia anomala ). These latter two species are less restricted 
in their habitat – often growing on the forest floor away from rocks – but 
are interesting because they are believed to be endemic to (grow naturally 
nowhere else but) Texas.

Rock Pellitory
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Mexican Fern

The range of the rare Mexican Fern (Anemia mexicana ) is known to extend 
no further northeast into the United States than Travis County. It can be 
found in the Barton Creek watershed and a few other local canyons, where 
its big, glossy, dark-green fronds will often form a skirt at the base of a lime-
stone cliff. Sometimes mistaken for the invasive Asian Holly Fern, Mexican 
Fern differs in having the brownish spore-bearing fertile fronds standing 
straight up above the arching sterile fronds.

Virginia Snakeroot

While you are examining the flora of cliffs and boulders, be sure to look for 
the arrowhead-shaped leaves of Virginia Snakeroot (Aristolochia serpen-
taria ). This small vine, rarely up to a foot long, will grow on the forest floor 
generally, but is easier to spot in a limestone pocket. The plant blooms in 
April, but you may have to dig through leaf litter to see the curious brownish 
flower that has given the plant the alternate name of Dutchman’s Pipe.

Those familiar with butterflies will know Virginia Snakeroot as “pipevine,” 
the larval food plant in our area for the Pipevine Swallowtail. Chemicals 
produced by the plant make it indigestible to most caterpillars, but those 
of the Pipevine Swallowtail have developed the ability to incorporate the 
chemicals into their own bodies – which then makes them indigestible to 
would-be predators.

The assortment of plants venturing a roothold on honeycombed limestone 
rocks is hardly limited to the species mentioned here. Take a look yourself 
into the fascinating hanging gardens of central Texas.

References for this article included Rare Plants of Texas, by Jackie M. Poole, 
William R. Carr, Dana M. Price, and Jason R. Singhurst, and Shinners & 
Mahler’s Illustrated Flora of North Central Texas. •

Canyon Mock-Orange

In the wild, Canyon Mock-Orange grows almost exclusively on limestone 
cliffs and boulders. Plants that sprout away from this microhabitat are 
browsed so heavily by deer and other herbivores that they produce less 
seed, so their elevated perches actually are essential to the species’ con-
tinued survival. White, X-shaped flowers cover the the small, twiggy shrubs 
in March or April, scenting the nearby air with an aroma like that of vanilla.

Ferns frequently cloak honeycombed rocks, especially Southern Maidenhair, 
Purple-stemmed and Zigzag Cliffbrakes, Black-stemmed Spleenwort, and 
Alabama Lipfern. Most will grow in a variety of moist wooded environments, 
but two species are almost always found growing in on or at the bases of 
the rocks.

Powdery Cloak Fern

One of these is called Powdery Cloak Fern (Argyrochosma dealbata ). It 
grows virtually nowhere else in central Texas but on limestone walls and 
boulders. This small fern (rarely to 6 inches tall) has roughly triangular 
fronds that have a powdery substance on the underside. If you press the 
frond to your hand, the powder will often adhere briefly to your skin in the 
pattern of the frond.

Mission Statement
Travis Audubon promotes the enjoyment, understanding,  

and conservation of native birds and their habitats.



ClassesTravis Audubon

Chimney Swift Tower 
Workshop at Chaetura 
Canyon 
Sunday, March 16, 2014; 1 to 5 p.m.

The workshop will begin with an introduction to Chimney Swifts that in-
cludes a PowerPoint presentation and video highlights from a typical nesting 
season.

Participants will construct an actual Chimney Swift Tower, then take a one-
mile walking tour of the Chaetura Canyon Bird Sanctuary. The property has 
17 Chimney Swift towers that demonstrate a variety of designs and materi-
als. One of the towers will be opened so the class can learn how to evaluate 
the nesting productivity of last year’s season. Refreshments will be served 
on the deck overlooking the Canyon following the tour.

Chaetura Canyon has been the epicenter for Chimney Swift conservation 
and research worldwide for more than 20 years. Master Naturalists and 
property owners with wildlife exemptions will find this workshop useful in 
their conservation efforts. Also Chimney Swift towers make great Eagle 
Scout projects, so scout masters, Eagle candidates and their parents might 
consider taking advantage of this unique opportunity.

Workshop registration is limited to 10 builders (16 or older). Cost is $35 for 
Travis Audubon members; $50 for non-members. The fee includes a copy 
of Paul and Georgean Kyle’s book, Chimney Swift Towers: New Habitat for 
America’s Mysterious Birds.

For a preview of the walking tour, visit www.ChimneySwifts.org and click on 
the link for “Chaetura Canyon Bird Sanctuary”. 

For more Information, contact Paul Wheeler at  
paul.wheeler@alumni.utexas.net 

or go to: 
http://travisaudubon.org/education/adult-classes/chimney-swift-tower-

workshop 

Butterfly Identification
Classes: Tuesdays, May 6, 13, 20; 6:30 – 8:30 p.m. 
Field trips: the following SUNDAYS, May 11 & 18; 
10:00 a.m. to Noon

If you enjoy watching colorful flying creatures but occasionally like to skip 
the cold, damp early mornings many birds prefer, your schedule may sync 
better with butterflies. These sunshine-loving denizens of gardens and 
meadows are not just pretty additions to a garden but an integral part of the 
ecosystem's fauna. Varied enough to be interesting, yet not so diverse as 
to be overwhelming when it comes to identification, butterflies are a worthy 
subject for study—on their own merits and as a complement to other wild-
life observation. Their conspicuous daytime activities make them easy and 
fun to observe, often at fairly close range.

The class will include an introduction to the major families of butterflies, 
as well as their predators, behaviors, challenges, life cycles, and survival 
strategies. After a general orientation to the lepidopteran world, participants 
will delve more deeply into identification and learning to recognize different 
butterflies and caterpillars by their appearance, habits, and feeding pref-
erences.

Whether you want to improve your understanding of the insects, better 
recognize species in the field, or capture enhanced photographic images 
thanks to knowing your quarry more thoroughly, this class will not only an-
swer many questions but also reveal the beauty and elegance of butterflies.

Valerie Bugh is a recognized Austin naturalist specializing in area arthro-
pods. She has expertise as well in taxonomy and photography. Val runs 
the Fauna Project at the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center, leads insect 
discovery walks, provides insect/spider identifications, gives talks to local 
organizations, teaches entomology classes, and has published a pocket 
guide, The Butterflies of Central Texas. See www.austinbug.com

One of Val’s favorite butterfly books is Kaufman Focus Guides: Butterflies 
of North America (Jim Brock & Kenn Kaufman). She will also have handouts 
about host plants, species lists, and ID tips.

Class tuition is $60 for Travis Audubon members; $70 for non-members. 
Registration is limited to 20 participants. Classroom sessions will be in cen-
tral Austin; field trips will be in locations around Austin. For questions or to 
be put on the waiting list, contact Frances Cerbins at 

fcerbins@yahoo.com or 512-372-9039.

To register, visit:
http://travisaudubon.org/education/adult-classes/butterfly-

identification
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Date/Time Location/Description Registration  
Required Contact

Saturday, March 1 
8:00 a.m. to 10:00 a.m. Beginner's Bird Walk – Walnut Creek Trail No Virginia Rose at virginia.rose@att.net

Saturday, March 1 
8:45 a.m. to 10:45 a.m. Laguna Gloria with Sam Fason Yes (16) Sam Fason at scfason@gmail.com

Tuesday, March 4  
5:45 a.m. to early afternoon Super Tuesday at Inks Lake State Park, led by Terry Banks Yes (12) 55bluebirds@att.net

Saturday, March 8 
7:00 a.m. & 4:00 p.m. Monthly Bird Count at Hornsby Bend No Eric Carpenter at ecarpe@gmail.com

Sunday, March 9 
7:15 a.m. to 11:30 a.m. Balcones Canyonlands National Wildlife Refuge Yes (15) Jhstumpy55@gmail.com

Sunday March 9  
7:30 a.m. to 11:00 a.m. Commons Ford Monthly Walk Yes (15) Diane Sherrill at nativeearthscapes@gmail.com

Tuesday, March 11 
7:30 a.m. to 9:30 a.m.

Two-hour Tuesday at the Lake Creek Trail,  
led by Ginny and Ray Steelman No rgsteel@comcast.net

Saturday, March 15 
7:30 a.m. to 11:00 a.m. Hornsby Bend Monthly Bird Walk No Eric Stager at estager@gmail.com

March 16 – 17 Attwater's Prairie Chicken Breeding Program  
at NASA's Johnson Space Center Yes (10) Frances Cerbins at fcerbins@yahoo.com

Tuesday, March 18  
7:30 a.m. to 9:30 a.m. Two-hour Tuesday at Champion Park, led by Dan Callaway No khz@att.net

Tuesday, March 25 
7:30 a.m. to 11:30 a.m. Super Tuesday at Emma Long Metropolitan Park, led by Ken Zaslow Yes (12) khz@att.net

Saturday, March 29 
8:00 a.m. to 11:30 a.m. Colorado River Preserve, Bastrop County Yes (15) Noreen Baker at gn_baker@sbcglobal.net

Tuesday, April 1 
7:30 a.m. to 9:30 a.m. Two-hour Tuesday at the East Metropolitan Park No khz@att.net

Saturday, April 5  
7:30 a.m. to 9:30 a.m. Beginner's Bird Walk – Lake Creek Trail No Virginia Rose at virginia.rose@att.net

Saturday, April 5  
8:45 a.m. to 10:45 a.m. Laguna Gloria with Sam Fason Yes (16) Sam Fason at scfason@gmail.com

Saturday, April 12  
9:00 a.m. to 12:00 noon Commons Ford Monthly Walk Yes (15) Diane Sherrill at nativeearthscapes@gmail.com

Tuesday, April 8 
6:45 a.m. to noon Super Tuesday in San Marcos, led by Deb and Lee Wallace Yes (12) apeld@austin.rr.com

Saturday, April 12  
7:00 a.m. & 4:00 p.m. Monthly Bird Count at Hornsby Bend No Eric Carpenter at ecarpe@gmail.com

Sunday, April 13 
7:15 a.m. to 11:30 a.m. Balcones Canyonlands National Wildlife Refuge Yes (15) apeld@austin.rr.com

Tuesday, April 15  
5:45 a.m. to early afternoon

Super Tuesday at Buescher and Bastrop State Parks,  
led by Terry Banks Yes (14) rgsteel@comcast.net

Saturday, April 19  
7:30 a.m. to 11:00 a.m. Hornsby Bend Monthly Bird Walk No Eric Stager at estager@gmail.com

April 19 – 23 Upper Texas Coast Migration and East Texas Warblers  
(NOTE: THIS TRIP IS FULL) Yes (10) Eric Stager at estager@utexas.edu

Tuesday, April 22  
7:00 a.m. to 11:00 a.m.

Super Tuesday at Booty's Road Park and Rivery Park,  
led by Ginny and Ray Steelman Yes (12) 55bluebirds@att.net

Tuesday, April 29 
7:00 a.m. to 11:00 a.m. Super Tuesday at Roy Guerrero Park, led by Ken Zaslow Yes (14) khz@att.net

Due to the large number of events and limited space in Signal Smoke, readers are asked to visit the Field Trips page at www.travisaudubon.org for complete trip details and possible updates.



December 2013 – January 2014 Donors 
Travis Audubon gratefully acknowledges the grant received from Burdine Johnson Foundation for the 
production and publication of Signal Smoke.
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Travis Audubon 
Legacy Giving
Find out how you can make a lasting difference.

Did you know you can support Travis Audubon without giving money to-
day? In addition to enhancing your own financial plans, a gift through your 
estate can help ensure Travis Audubon will always provide the programs 
and services you value, and continue serving as a voice for conservation 
in Central Texas.

For more information about Travis 
Audubon’s Legacy Giving program, 
call our office at 512-300-2473 or 
visit our website at travisaudubon.
org/support-us/legacy-giving
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Travis Audubon, please let us know. 
We will honor all requests for ano-
nymity.
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future! •
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Join your local Audubon chapter, 

Travis Audubon, by using the form 

at the right. Your dues will be put to 

use supporting local conservation, 

education, research projects, field trips, and other Travis Audubon activities 

right here in Central Texas. We seek your support through your membership 

in our local chapter. To become a member of National Audubon, please go 

to their website at www.audubon.org. Don’t forget to include the National 

Audubon Source Code of 79M7 and the Travis Audubon Chapter code of 

W03, so Travis Audubon receives credit.

Join Travis Audubon now and support local birds, 
wildlife, and their habitats.

Travis Audubon chapter members receive six issues a year of the Signal 

Smoke newsletter, priority sign-ups on local field trips, discounts on our ed-

ucational classes, the opportunity to participate in our e-mail group, attend 

our wonderful monthly lectures, access to our three sanctuaries, and more!

To join Travis Audubon

Make your check payable to Travis Audubon and send it with this form to 

Travis Audubon, 3710 Cedar St., Box 5, Austin, TX 78705, or join online 

using any major credit card by going to www.travisaudubon.org and clicking 

on “Join.”

Travis Audubon

YES! I want to enjoy the benefits of Travis Audubon chapter membership. 
Enroll me as a member of Travis Audubon. Enclosed is my check for:

❏ $10 Youth Membership (up to age 18)
❏ $30 Individual Membership
❏ $45 Family Membership
❏ $75  Painted Bunting Membership (embroidered patch of 

Painted Bunting)
❏ $100  Vireo Membership (embroidered patch of Vireo, 

bumper sticker)
❏ $250  Warbler Membership (Embroidered patch of Warbler, 

one free class, VIP field trip)
❏ $1,000  Lifetime Membership (Special Lifetime Member 

embroidered patch, T-shirt, invitation to special 
events, VIP field trip)

T-shirt size (for Lifetime Memberships) 

This is a gift membership from 

Name Phone

Address

City State Zip

Email

Travis Audubon 
3710 Cedar Street, Box 5 
Austin, TX 78705

Nonprofit Org.
U.S. Postage Paid
Permit No. 2301

Austin, Texas

Visit the Travis Audubon website at: TravisAudubon.org


