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April 1 is the start of Travis Audubon’s new fiscal year. But before I give you a peek at the year 
ahead, I wanted to recap some of the highlights from the last 12 months. We’ve had a tremendous 
year. Thanks to the support of our many members and supporters like you, our membership is up, 
we were proud to honor our 6th annual Conservation Award Hero Bob Ayres and his family, and 
we presented an unprecedented number of new programs and events. 

We celebrated the signing of a major agreement with Travis County, placing a conservation 
easement on our Baker Sanctuary, officially making it part of the Balcones Canyonlands 
Preserve. Funds from the easement will help us manage and care for this critical habitat for the 
Golden-cheeked Warbler and other species of concern, in perpetuity. We want to thank Valarie 
Bristol and Clif Ladd for their hard work in helping make this possible.

Our focus on new programs and partnerships brought Gary Langham, Chief Scientist with 
National Audubon to Austin to present the results of their Climate report last April. Gary 
presented to a standing room crowd at the University of Texas’s Thompson Conference Center. 
The report estimates that 50 percent of all bird species in the United States are facing decline, 
making strategic habitat preservation all the more vital. While Travis Audubon is a regional 
chapter, this is where it begins for making a difference globally and for educating the next 
generation of environmental stewards. 

This year, I’m proud to say, we also expanded our Chaetura Canyon Sanctuary with the purchase 
of three additional properties. These acquisitions were funded by generous donors Ann and Don 
Connell, Carol Bennett, Jo Wilson, Carol Edwards, the Peterson Charitable Lead Trust, Ann and 
Bill Edwards, and Rootin’ Ridge Toy Makers.

Together our three wildlife sanctuaries total 740 acres and provide critical habitat for endangered 
Golden-cheeked Warblers, threatened Chimney Swifts and many other species that need our 
protection from the ravages of galloping development. When a petition was filed last June to 
delist the endangered Golden-cheeked Warbler, we launched an on-line petition that gathered 
close to 13,000 signatures to save the warbler. Our efforts have helped generate major coverage 
in the New York Times and the Austin American Statesman, raising awareness of the issues 
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Immature Golden-cheeked Warbler, Henry T. McLin, Creative Commons
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behind the petition to delist the warbler.  We continue to advocate for the preservation of habitat 
for this tiny Texas songbird and expect a decision from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Department this 
summer regarding its status. 

Each year, hundreds of children and adults deepen their understanding of the natural world 
through our workshops, events, field trips and classes. This year, we added a new array of 
programs that included the Austin premiere of the film The Life of John James Audubon, a 
screening of Poached at South by Southwest, and other partnership programs with the Sierra 
Club, National Wildlife Federation, the Trail Foundation, Austin Film Society, Bike Texas, Flat-
bed Press, Waller Creek Conservancy, and Shoal Creek Conservancy.

Next year, we will continue to expand our partnerships to reach new audiences. Thanks to the 
Shield Ayers Foundation, we are also developing an exciting Master Birder Program to train a 
new corps of volunteers to meet the public where they are, whether on the hike-and-bike trail, at 
community centers and libraries, or in our area parks. We have also received generous funding 
from the Burdine Johnson Foundation that will also allow us to install new interpretive trail 
signage at our Baker Sanctuary to deepen the experience of our self-guided visitors. 

I hope you are as excited about the coming year as I am and about Travis Audubon’s 
opportunity to connect more children and families to nature. We couldn’t do it without you, our 
amazing members and volunteers.  Thank you for your continued support!

JOAN MARSHALL
Executive Director, Travis Audubon

Cindy Sperry and I held an introductory 
birding class for the Austin Parks and 
Recreation Department Park Rangers in 
early January of this year. We met from 8:40 
until 11:30 am at Mayfield Park and 
Laguna Gloria.

Eleven Park Rangers got a good dose of
birds—from flocking Cedar Waxwings and a 
cooperative Golden-crowned Kinglet to
several Black Vultures attracted to 
something dead at Laguna Gloria. A 
gorgeous Carolina Wren also sat up and 
posed for several minutes, and the group got 
a side by side comparison of a Great and 
a Snowy Egret. This class was the direct 
result of the Celebrate Urban Birds events 

planning. Since the Park Ranger birder Julie 
Webber is no longer with the group, the 
Park Rangers have a need to become more 
knowledgeable about our local birds.

The class was great fun, and Cindy and I 
hope to do a few more field classes with the 
group. Thanks to LaJuan Tucker who 
organized the class and showed great 
enthusiasm and interest in learning the birds!

Cindy Sperry teaches rangers how to adjust their binoculars, 
Jane Tillman

Training Our Park Rangers
By Jane Tillman



Spring is here. Can you hear it?

As anemones and bluebonnets and other 
low-growing wildflowers spangle the 
ground, and the tree buds swell and burst, 
so too grows the morning chorus of bird 
songs. A few irrepressible songsters such 
as cardinals and wrens are vocalizing most 
mornings in the latter half of February, and 
by March there is a definite dawn chorus. By 
the end of April, it can be a tapestry of song, 
enchanting, and dizzying, interwoven not 
only with melodies from the resident birds 
but also those from passage migrants.

The terms song and call are often used 
interchangeably by non-birders and casual 
birders when referring to the sounds made 
by birds. To the ornithologist, though, songs 
and calls are distinct, serving different 
purposes. Calls of different kinds can be 
heard at any time of year, from birds of any 
sex or age. Some calls may be 
characteristic of females, or of males, or of 

Naturalist’s Calendar
By Bill Reiner

dependent young. But many call notes are 
shared by all ages and both sexes: contact 
calls between individuals, flight calls, scold 
calls, alarm calls. These are usually short 
and often ventriloquistic, so the caller does 
not give away his or her location to a lurking 
predator. 

Songs, by contrast, are meant as 
advertisement, declarations. For that reason, 
they come at some risk to the singer, who 
often perches in an exposed place and must 
be especially alert to escape into cover 
should a predator attack. In addition to being 
louder, songs are usually more complex than 
calls, which may indicate to a prospective 
mate—or potential rival—the skill and vigor 
of the singer. For most species, only adult 
males sing, primarily to defend a territory 
and to attract a mate.

There are exceptions, of course. Juvenile 
males can be heard “practicing” their 
species’ songs, sometimes within a month 

Carolina Wren, Hemant Kulkarni, Flickr Creative Commons
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after leaving the nest, while still under the 
care of their parents. The females of a few 
species will also sing—most notably 
Northern Cardinals and their relatives, 
Carolina Wrens, Barred and Great Horned 
Owls, White-throated Sparrows, and 
finches. (Painted Bunting females, on the 
other hand, are not known to sing. Young 
male Painted Buntings, who do not obtain 
their full adult plumage until they are more 
than a year old, are often mistaken for 
females in their first breeding season.)

Not all bird species sing. Some (such as 
hummingbirds, swifts, waterfowl, herons, 
and hawks) rely primarily upon visual 
displays to attract a mate and repel 
territorial invaders. Some nest colonially, 
and need only defend a small area around 
the nest. On the other hand, song has been 
refined to great complexity among many of 
the passerines—or “perching birds”—which 
are often called the “songbirds” for that 
reason. These are the species in your bird 
guide beginning with the flycatchers and 
continuing to the end of the book. They 
include the vireos and jays, chickadees and 
wrens, thrushes and thrashers, warblers, 
sparrows, blackbirds, and finches.

Not all the passerines are accomplished 
singers. Some, like the American Crow, have 
no song at all. Others have songs that we 

might confuse for calls—such as the buzzy 
song of the Grasshopper Sparrow. Still 
others make sounds that our aesthetic sense 
balks at calling musical—such as the 
cacophonous squeaks and squeals of 
starlings and grackles; yet they function the 
same as songs we find more pleasing. Some 
non-passerines, too, have definite songs 
— such as Northern Bobwhites, the doves, 
Yellow-billed Cuckoos, rails, and owls. 
Woodpeckers drum on resonant surfaces 
rather than sing to attract a mate.

There is also a divide among the passerines 
in how their songs develop. For the 
“sub-oscines”—represented in the United 
States only by the flycatchers, but having 
much more diversity in the neo-tropics—
song is an entirely inherited behavior, not 
learned. Juvenile sub-oscines can sing songs 
typical for their species without ever having 
to hear another of their kind.

All the other passerines in your field guide 
past the flycatchers are called “oscines.”  
For these birds, some songs are innate, but 
others are learned. Young males will learn 
songs from their fathers, males on 
territories near their parents’, and those near 
their own territory the following spring. 
They may even incorporate songs of other 
species. Northern Mockingbirds are, of 
course, famous for the ability to mimic, but 
so are the other thrashers, starlings, and a 
wide range of other species from 
White-eyed Vireos and Blue-gray 
Gnatcatchers to Lesser Goldfinches.

The number of songs an oscine learns can 
be extraordinary. The ornithologist Donald 
Kroodsma calculated that one particular 
Brown Thrasher he studied had a repertoire 
of 2400 recognizably different song phrases!

Birds are also capable of singing two songs 
at once. This remarkable feat is possible 
because a bird’s “vocal chords” are not the 

Black-and-white Warbler, Rebecca Field
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same as those of a human. The voices of 
humans and other mammals originate with 
vibrations of thin membranes in the larynx, 
located in the upper part of the trachea (or 
windpipe). Bird song comes from a different 
structure called the syrinx, unique to birds. 
The syrinx is situated lower in the windpipe, 
where the bronchial tubes from the two 
lungs join the trachea. By independently 
vibrating the membranes associated with 
each lung, a bird can produce different 
sounds simultaneously.

Perhaps none of our North American 
singers have crafted this ability to such a 
fine art as have the thrushes. The songs from 
these brown-backed birds of the forest floor 
are renowned for their echoing, ethereal 
quality—resulting from the two parts of the 
syrinx vibrating at different frequencies and 
amplitudes.

None of the forest thrushes breeds regularly 
here in central Texas, so we don’t have 
the chance to hear them very often. (Wood 
Thrushes rarely nest in the post oak belt 
just east of Austin.)  However, two species 
will occasionally sing here in spring, either 
before they start migrating northward or 
during their migration. Swainson’s Thrushes 
pass through central Texas in April and May. 
On some mornings their fluty, ascending 
songs can resonate through what will, by 
then, be the shadowy late-spring woods.

Hermit Thrushes may be heard even earlier. 
They have been residing quietly with us 
through the winter. But before they depart 
for the North Woods, they will start to tune 
up. On a still morning, you may hear one: an 
elegant, ringing melody, rising and falling, 
echoing itself, its resonance seeming to lend 
depth to the forest.

Many of our resident birds have beautiful 
songs that can delight the ear and warm the 
heart: The clear what-cheer, what-cheer of 
a Northern Cardinal. The bright warbling 
of a House Finch or a Painted Bunting. The 
cascading songs of Rufous-crowned 
Sparrows and Canyon Wrens. The reveille of 
an Eastern Meadowlark. The sonorous coos 
of a Mourning Dove. The never-ending 
musical sermon of a Red-eyed Vireo. But 
listen, too, among the choir, for these 
visiting virtuoso musicians, as they softly 
practice their repertoires before winging 
north toward the soundstages of their 
breeding grounds.

If you want to learn more about the 
fascinating world of bird song, a great 
starting point would be The Singing Life 
of Birds by Donald Kroodsma, which was 
a primary reference for this column. Other 
references were The Sibley Guide to Bird 
Life & Behavior, and The Audubon Society 
Encyclopedia of North American Birds.

Eastern Meadowlark, Jim deVries The inconspicuous Hermit Thrush, Bill Reiner



Golden-cheeked Warblers 
Face a Rocky Road 

at Home and Abroad
by Jorjanna Price

Editor’s note: A petition filed with the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service is seeking to 
remove the Golden-cheeked Warbler from 
the federal endangered species list, based 
on a study that claims warbler populations 
are higher than previously estimated. Travis 
Audubon is vigorously opposing the 
delisting attempt.

The Golden-cheeked Warbler (GCWA) has 
obstacles to overcome just to survive in its 
native Central Texas. But abundant 
challenges also await this tiny songbird 
when it migrates south of the border 
each year.

The troubling conditions facing the 
endangered GCWAs in Mexico and northern 
Central America emerged as a prime topic of 
discussion in January when 200 scientists, 
naturalists and government representatives 
assembled at the Lady Bird Johnson 
Wildflower Center. The two-day symposium 
was hosted by Biodiversity Works, a 
nonprofit working on behalf of rare and
endangered plants and animals on private 
lands in Texas. 

GCWAs arrive in Texas each spring to mate 
and raise their young—but only in 33 
counties ranging from San Antonio to Waco. 
When the warbler was listed as endangered 
in 1990, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
cited rapid loss and fragmentation of warbler 
nesting habitat as the primary reason. 

Problems in their winter home sound just as 
worrisome. GCWAs spend the fall and 
winter in the forests that extend from 
Mexico to Nicaragua.

Claudia Macias-Caballero, conservation 
director of Pronatura Sur in Chiapas, told 
attendees that GCWA wintering habitat has 
shrunk considerably. The Central American 
Pine-Oak Forest Ecoregion is considered 
critically threatened due to unsustainable 
forestry practices, forest fires, and illegal 
logging. 

She said her organization has begun 
training teachers and students about the 
value of natural spaces that provide habitat 
for the warblers. Also a number of 

Golden-cheeked Warbler, Tom Benson, Creative Commons
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public and private organizations in the U.S., 
Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, 
and Nicaragua have formed a conservation 
alliance and designated the GCWA as its 
flagship species. The alliance is promoting 
education and sustainable management for 
the forests, she said.

At the conference, a score of researchers 
from Texas and beyond presented scientific 
papers on the GCWA. Some highlights 
follow:

GCWA populations are in decline 
due to loss of prime nesting habitat.
Nancy Heger of the Texas Parks & 
Wildlife Department said GCWAs 
looking to nest prefer dense forests with 
thick canopy, preferably at least 100 
meters from roads or development. 
However, much of this “high quality” 
woodland habitat in the Hill Country has 
disappeared since 2000, she said. 
Development has claimed a good deal of 
warbler habitat, and the drought of 2010–
2014 contributed to further reductions of 
prime woodlands. Heger’s field research, 
based on geographic information system 
(GIS) and remote sensing, showed the 
greatest loss of GCWA habitat has occurred 
along the Austin-San Antonio corridor just 
west of Interstate 35.

One bright spot remains with the large 
Balcones Canyonlands National Wildlife 
Refuge, which hosts GCWAs and other 
endangered species. But looking at the 
overall warbler landscape, “the losses 
substantially outstrip the gains,” she said.

Rethinking the territories defended 
by male GCWAs.
Studying warbler behavior, Bill Reiner, a 
biologist with the city of Austin, said 
surveys have detected males defending 

territories that are much larger than 
previously assumed. Intensive monitoring 
and banding at the Balcones Canyonlands 
Preserve from 2011-2015 led to the 
realization that males will even claim part of 
a neighboring male’s territory as their own. 
Not only do their territories overlap, some 
males could have been recorded at two 
different point count stations 300 meters 
apart. In other observations, Reiner said 
fledglings were found at surprisingly great 
distances from their nest soon after leaving 
it, and dependent young even ventured into 
territories defended by other males. In 
addition, surveyors spotted males feeding 
fledglings that were not their own.

These observations “raise questions about 
past assumptions” regarding population 
estimates, Reiner said. “Assumptions 
underlie our attempts to determine 
abundance and breeding success of these 
endangered birds.” 

Can changes in land management 
enhance GCWA use of wooded 
areas?
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service biologists 
in this region are trying different strategies 
to see if wooded areas can be made more 
suitable to the warblers. James Mueller said 
studies are under way in the Balcones 
Canyonlands refuge to maximize the 
development of closed canopy woodlands. 
Woodlands having at least 60 percent of 
canopy cover are considered prime warbler 
nesting habitat, Mueller said, so he and 
other land managers are trying options such 
as thinning small plots of Ashe junipers to 
enhance the growth of Spanish oaks. On the 
other hand, will removing too much juniper 
allow deer to browse to the detriment of 
young trees trying to get established? That 
too will be tested, he said, explaining that 
“anything we do will be to try to maintain 
maximum density cover.”



2016 Birdathon is shaping up to be a 
fantastic event! If you haven’t signed up for 
a team or special event yet, visit the Travis 
Audubon website for details: http://travis-
audubon.org/feature/birdathon Here are just 
a few highlights for April and May.

Sneak Peek of Powderhorn Ranch
Join a Birdathon Event to bird TPWD’s 
newest acquisition, Powderhorn Ranch, with 
Cullen Hanks and Ronnie Kramer. The park 
is not yet open to the public so this is a rare 
opportunity.  Powderhorn Ranch is in 
Calhoun County and about 3 hours from 
Austin. We will meet at the park entrance 
at 8 a.m. and group into as few vehicles 
as possible. Plan to bird the property until 
around 4 p.m. We will be a good distance 
from any facilities so bring your lunch and 
snacks, water, sturdy boots, and dress for 
the weather. We will be birding a variety of 
habitats including lake, bay and coastal oaks 
and with any luck we could see a migrant or 
two.

Price to join the Birdathon event is $100 and 
registration is limited to 12 people. Before 
the trip, more information will be forwarded 

to attendees regarding the meeting location, 
nearby hotels, and other birding locations 
nearby. 

Dawn Chorus Birding and Breakfast
Paul and Anne Wheeler and Terry Banks are 
teaming up for a Dawn Chorus Birdathon 
Event to celebrate International Dawn Chorus 
Day and raise money for Travis Audubon!

For a minimum fee of $50 enjoy a cup of 
coffee and light breakfast on the Wheelers’ 
back deck, and revel in the dawn chorus of 
Northwest Hills. Terry has magic ears to 
hear and identify the birds for us and we 
will see many of them too. Breakfast will be 
provided by Nancy Townsend and Frances 
Cerbins.  

This is a great chance to learn who is saying 
what in your backyard. Beginners welcome. 
We will listen for common species, summer 
residents, and migrating warblers. It is fun to 
bird by ear.

Dawn is at 6:42 a.m. So, arrive at 6:15 or any 
time after. We will wrap up about 9 a.m. 
Join us.

Birdathon Highlights

http://travisaudubon.org/feature/birdathon
http://travisaudubon.org/feature/birdathon


Baker Sanctuary Walk
Join Chris Murray and Cindy Sperry for an 
insider’s tour of the Sanctuary’s 
hiking trails. All levels of birders and 
outdoor enthusiasts are welcome. Chris is 
the Baker land steward and educator and 
Cindy is a wildlife biologist for the City of 
Austin and runs Baker bird surveys. You 
will be in good hands. The chances are great 
for up close viewing of Golden-cheeked 
Warblers as they begin nesting. Baker is one 
of Travis Audubon’s three sanctuaries and 
is dedicated to conservation efforts. We will 
meet at 8 a.m., Sunday, April 17, at the 
Jackie Arnold Education Center at 12308 
Lime Creek Road. Minimum Donation is 
$50.

Hershey Ranch Birding
Join a small group of lucky birders to 
explore the Hershey Ranch in Stonewall 
with leaders Bill Lindemann, and Nona and 
Andy Sansom. This is a special opportunity 
to bird on this beautiful private ranch owned 

Birdathon Continued                pg. 11

by the Hershey Foundation with its 
beautifully restored stone ranch house and a 
wide variety of bird habitats. We will gather 
in Oak Hill at 7 a.m. and carpool to 
Stonewall. You will be met by a Travis 
Audubon representative at the Y who will 
lead you to the Hershey Ranch. There you 
will meet Bill and the Sansom’s for coffee, 
juice, and breakfast snacks followed by a 
morning of birding.

Bill has directed several bird surveys of the 
property so will be a great guide. He lives 
in Fredericksburg and is very active in the 
conservation community. 
http://texasnature.blogspot.com/2003/03/
bill-lindemann-bio-william-l.html

Andy and Nona are lifetime members of 
Travis Audubon and great supporters. They 
are the custodians of the beautiful Hershey 
Ranch. 

On the way back from Stonewall, a stop for 
lunch in Dripping Springs might be fun.

Living on the Wind: Across the Hemisphere 
With Migratory Birds
by Scott Weidensaul
North Point Press, a division of Farrar, 
Straus & Giroux, ISBN: 0-86547-543-1

Scott Weidensaul’s book about migration 
was a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize. 
Weidensaul brings to life much of the 
science behind bird migration, but what 
fuels the book is his constant amazement at 
the simple miracle of birds in flight.  

~ The Cornell Lab of Ornithology, 
10 Great Books On Birds, By Hugh Powell

Spring Reading

http://texasnature.blogspot.com/2003/03/bill-lindemann-bio-william-l.html
http://texasnature.blogspot.com/2003/03/bill-lindemann-bio-william-l.html


BioBlitz at Commons Ford
THE Place to Be on April 16

By Shelia Hargis

April 16 is National Citizen Science Day. 
You can join us in celebrating citizen science 
by participating in the first ever BioBlitz 
at Commons Ford Park from 9 a.m. to 2 
p.m. A BioBlitz is an event in which teams 
of volunteer scientists, families, students, 
teachers, and other community members 
work together to find and identify as many 
species of plants, animals, microbes, fungi, 
and other organisms as possible. BioBlitzes 
are the latest fun game naturalists (citizen 
scientists) are playing! 

For example, the stats for the Cibolo Nature 
Center BioBlitz on October 5 – 10, 2015 
were 345 observations of 162 species by 15 
observers. Check out www.inaturalist.org/
projects/2015-cibolo-nature-center-farm-
bioblitz to see what was found. Another 
example is the Village Creek BioBlitz, May 
1 – 3, 2015: 909 observations of 195 species 
by 24 observers, www.inaturalist.org/proj-
ects/village-creek-bioblitz. These are pretty 
impressive numbers. Good thing no one in 
the Austin naturalist community is 
competitive!

Well, maybe a few Austin naturalists are 
competitive and like a good game. On April 
16, we will have a chance to see how many 
observations we can log at Commons Ford 
Park. We will be logging our findings in 
eBird (birds) and iNaturalist (all flora and 
fauna). Experts from Travis Audubon 
Society, Capital Area Master Naturalists, 
Native Plant Society of Texas, Native 
Prairies Association of Texas, Austin 
Herpetological Society, Texas Nature 
Trackers and the Lady Bird Johnson 
Wildflower Center will be leading walks and 
helping participants learn about and 
document the flora and fauna of Commons 
Ford. We expect to find some things during 
this intensive survey that we didn’t know 
were in the park. 

In addition to walks, there will be a 
demonstration area where you can learn 
more about the groups participating as well 
as see what is being documented in the park 
in real time. An introduction to iNaturalist 
and a discussion about the various habitats 
of the park will also take place. 

The Restored Native Prairie in Full Bloom! All following photos by Shelia Hargis.

http://www.inaturalist.org/projects/2015-cibolo-nature-center-farm-bioblitz
http://www.inaturalist.org/projects/2015-cibolo-nature-center-farm-bioblitz
http://www.inaturalist.org/projects/2015-cibolo-nature-center-farm-bioblitz
http://www.inaturalist.org/projects/village-creek-bioblitz
http://www.inaturalist.org/projects/village-creek-bioblitz
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Visit www.inaturalist.org/projects/bioblitz-
at-commons-ford for the schedule of 
activities and other details. You can also visit 
www.inaturalist.org/places/commons-ford-
ranch-metropolitan-park to see what has 
already been documented at the park.

Come join the fun on April 16 and help us 
make the first Commons Ford BioBlitz a 

big success! And for you competitive types, 
there will be a prize for the most species 
documented via iNaturalist during the blitz. 
So don’t wait, create your iNaturalist 
account now at www.inaturalist.org. 

Commons Ford Ranch Metropolitan Park is 
located at 614 Commons Ford Rd., Austin, 
TX 78733.

Rainbow Scarab 

Orange-banded Black Scorpionfly

Rock Squirrel

Blue-headed Vireo

Common Spotted Whiptail

Common Mestra

Black-chinned Hummingbird Nest

Snake Skin

http://www.inaturalist.org/projects/bioblitz-at-commons-ford
http://www.inaturalist.org/projects/bioblitz-at-commons-ford
http://www.inaturalist.org/places/commons-ford-ranch-metropolitan-park
http://www.inaturalist.org/places/commons-ford-ranch-metropolitan-park
http://www.inaturalist.org/


Sanctuary News
Baker Sanctuary

by Christopher Murray, Land Steward and Educator

The Baker Cabin area, the open savannah 
which contains the cabin, cemetery, and 
Jackie Arnold Education Center (JAEC), 
is centered on the highest point of land at 
Baker Sanctuary at 1080 feet above mean 
sea level. It is currently a focal point for 
public events such as the Open House, 
guided hikes, and a variety of education 
programs. The space is maintained with the 
thought that it is an area which all can easily 
access and enjoy time outdoors, even if a 
hike is out of the question. The JAEC has an 
educational garden with a variety of signage, 
the Baker Cabin porch provides shade and 
seating, and the historical cemetery informs 
as well as engages with its signage and 
aesthetically-pleasing, split-rail fence in-
stalled by Boy Scout Troop 202. A variety of 
bird species such as Field Sparrows, Painted 
Buntings, Northern Mockingbirds, Northern 

Cardinals, Mourning Doves, Western 
Scrub-jays, and even Golden-cheeked 
Warblers can reliably be spotted in the area 
at various times of the year. The fact that 
the wildflowers are rampant in the spring 
and early summer just makes the setting 
that much more idyllic. However, the Baker 
Cabin area was not always so inviting and it 
took a great deal of work to transform it to 
its current state. 

The recent history of Baker Cabin is not 
well understood. As far as I know, no 
comprehensive oral history was taken from 
Chell or Lena Baker before they passed in 
1972 and 1982, respectively. Even a fairly 
simple question such as whether the cabin 
has always occupied its current location 
is not definitively known. As a result, we 
infer from what we know of the period and 

After: Cabin with restored native flowersBefore: Baker Cabin surrounded by junk, all following photos by 
Christopher Murray
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whatever information we can glean from 
old letters, photographs, newspaper articles, 
and the memories of TAS members. It seems 
Chell was primarily a cedar chopper. While 
he dabbled in quarrying stone in the 1950s, 
that enterprise only persisted a few years. 
He loved to hunt and I imagine venison 
made up a significant part of his diet, along 
with snuff judging by the bottles uncovered 
in a dump near the cabin. From old pho-
tographs, receipt fragments, and scattered 
pens throughout the sanctuary it seems the 
Bakers also raised livestock and crops to 
supplement their diet and income. The Baker 
Cabin area was the site of a rather large 
garden, not surprisingly, and an old corn crib 
still stands not too far from the trailhead to 
the North Valley. 

After the Bakers passed away, all of their 
538 acres were deeded to Travis Audubon 
(TAS), with the exception of a 160-acre 
parcel centered on Baker Cabin. Joe Jester, 
a good friend of the Bakers, was granted a 
life estate which gave him year-round access 
and hunting privileges in the cabin area. 
Upon Jester’s death in 1999, the life estate 
provision was extinguished and TAS had 

full control of all 538 acres. Unfortunately, 
during Jester’s stewardship, the Baker Cabin 
area seemed to have been utilized to some 
degree as a dump. When control of the 
160-acre parcel reverted to TAS, John and 
Marcie Wilcox, the Baker stewards at the 
time, initiated a clean-up program with the 
help of many volunteers. Over the course 
of the next 8 years an old car, boat trailer, 
350-gallon tank, 6 dilapidated storage sheds/
outbuildings, 10 scrap refrigerators/freezers, 
125 trash bags of detritus, a roll-off full of 
scrap iron, and a 16-cubic-yard pile of trash 
were removed from the premises. If you 
walk through the field near the cemetery you 
can still easily find small scraps of rubbish 
as they work their way up in the soil. The 
volunteers, led by the Wilcoxes, did a 
fabulous job with the clean-up, visiting that 
area now it is very difficult to imagine its 
former state.  

With the trash no longer a concern, I can 
focus my energy on my personal nemesis, 
Malta Starthistle (Centaurea melitensis). Bill 
Reiner, biologist for the City of Austin and 
author of the Naturalist’s Calendar, was the 
first to point the plant out to me in 2010. 

Lena and Chell Baker in the late 1950s John Wilcox in front of scrap pile
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I still clearly remember the look on his face 
as he did so, sorrow mixed with concern, he 
knew what an ordeal it would be to control 
the population. Once I was aware of the 
plant it soon became very apparent that the 
Baker Cabin area was thick with it. Due to 
the steward turn-over before my arrival in 
May 2010, the area had not been mowed and 
the starthistle was easily three feet in height 
near the cabin. Not only was it tall and 
robust, it was also a virtual monoculture. No 
wildflowers were present or much of any-
thing else for that matter, it had completely 
taken over the area. The epicenter seemed to 
be the cabin with the monoculture extending 
to the cemetery, to the North Valley 
trailhead, down the sides of the gravel 
driveway, and in various isolated pockets 
throughout the savannah. How the invasive 
plant first arrived at Baker will likely remain 
a mystery but while rifling through a box 
of old files I found a reference from John 
Wilcox which mentioned that Chuck 
Sexton, formerly a biologist for the 
Balcones National Wildlife Refuge, had first 
identified the plant at Baker in May of 2001. 
The plants had subsequently been pulled but 
invasive species are nothing if not persistent.

Malta Starthistle surrounding the Baker Cabin

Native to the Mediterranean region of 
Europe and North Africa, the first 
accredited identification of Malta Starthistle 
in the United States dates back to San 
Fernando, CA in 1797. From its introduction 
on the west coast it has steadily marched 
across the southwest, displacing native 
plants in its wake. A member of the Aster 
family, Malta Starthistle has many 
characteristics which can give it a survival 
advantage in the right conditions. It loves 
disturbed areas with plenty of sun. Think 
anywhere there is not substantial canopy 
cover. It germinates in the fall, usually 
following rains in September or October, 
producing a basal rosette of grayish-green 
leaves which are covered in fine, white hairs. 
It puts down a substantial tap root from 
which it can access soil moisture and then it 
bides its time until the spring. At this stage 
the plant is very easy to overlook. When the 
spring arrives, it bolts, rapidly sending up a 
stalk from which, if left to its own devices, 
eventually will produce spiny, yellow 
flowers. Each plant can produce 1–100 
flowers and each flower can yield 1-60 
seeds. Mowing the plants before the flowers 
go to seed can certainly help keep them in 
check but they have a fail-safe: at the center 
of the basal rosette is another flower which 
goes to seed months before the distal 
flowers. Since the basal flower can be just a 
few centimeters above the soil, mowing will 
not touch it. If that flower is allowed to go to 
seed, the plant will still reproduce, 
continuing the cycle. 

But it is not all bad news. Treatment of 
Malta Starthistle at Baker began in 2010. 
While I did employ limited use of some 
herbicide to break up the initial starthistle 
carpet, none has been needed in the last 
several years. The current removal method 
of choice is hand pulling which, if done 
early enough in its life cycle, removes the 
plant before any seeds can enter the seed 



bank contained in the soil. Over the past 
five years the continuous pressure on the 
starthistle has broken up the monoculture 
and provided some breathing room for 
native plants to grow, especially the 
wildflower Mexican Hat which has 
responded spectacularly. The distribution of 
starthistle in the Baker Cabin area is now 
patchy but plenty of work remains as it tends 
to resurge with a vengeance in response to 
torrential rainfall, much like we received 
last fall. Since it is thought starthistle seeds 
can persist in the seed bank for up to ten 
years, eradication of the plant from the area 
will take quite some time but it will happen 

Baker Sanctuary Continued                pg. 17

Malta Star-thistle

as long as the will to do so remains. Many 
thanks to Beth Samuelson and Ginny 
Weldon, two Balcones Master 
Naturalist volunteers who have spent many 
hours pulling the plant without complaint. 
If you happen to be at Baker Cabin and see 
them sitting by a heaping pile of starthistle 
as they work the ground with their weed 
wrench, pause a moment and say thanks.

References: Field Guide for Managing 
Malta Starthistle in the Southwest (USDA), 
Wildlflowers of the Texas Hill Country 
(Enquist, 1987).

Basal rosette of the Malta Star-thistle



Sanctuary News
Chaetura Canyon

by Georgean and Paul Kyle, Sanctuary Stewards

Chaetura Canyon is named for the 
signature avian species that has been 
intensively studied more than any other on 
the property: the Chimney Swift. Research 
and conservation of this declining species 
began in 1983 when we rehabilitated our 
first Chimney Swift. The first Chimney 
Swift Towers (nesting and rooting struc-
tures) were built in 1984. There are currently 
18 Chimney Swift Towers on the Sanctuary. 
These 18 towers (and the research done on 
the property over the past 32 years) make 
Chaetura Canyon the only Chimney Swift 
Observatory in the world.

Because nesting Chimney Swifts do not 
carry away the fecal sacs of the young after 
feeding or egg shells (as songbirds do), all 
evidence from the nesting season can be

explored and evaluated in detail: eggs laid, 
eggs hatched, nestling and hatchling 
fatalities, and so on.

Each year after the swifts have migrated 
to South America, the towers are opened, 
cleaned, and the results of the nesting season 
are recorded. 2015 proved to be a banner year 
for the Chimney Swifts of Chaetura Canyon: 
80 eggs laid, 60 eggs hatched and 56 young 
fledged. 

Future plans are to construct additional 
towers via Travis Audubon Chimney Swift 
Tower Workshops. These structures not only 
provide nesting and roosting habitat for the 
swifts, they are also useful tools for 
landowners to maintain and sustain wildlife 
exemptions and conservation easements. 

Chaetura Canyon Sanctuary 
Boundaries as of January 31, 2016

Little Beaver Hill properties acquired in 2015 

“The Notch”  in-holding lot acquired in January 2016 

Steward’s Residence 

Chaetura Canyon Boundary Map
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Chimney Swift Towers of Travis Audubon’s Chaetura Canyon Sanctuary 
The red lines indicate the current boundary of the Sanctuary 

The towers are numbered in the order of their construction with #1 being the first tower constructed in 1989. 
The most recent tower (18) was constructed in the spring of 2014
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Locations of the Chimney Swift Towers at Chaetura Canyon

There is additional great news to report for 
the Chimney Swifts of Chaetura Canyon, 
the members of Travis Audubon, and all the 
flora and fauna who live on this sanctuary. 
In 2015, the last two undeveloped lots on 
Little Beaver Trail were acquired and are 
now protected. Construction of game 
fencing is now under way and should be 
completed later this year.

In December, the Stewards were alerted by 
a concerned neighbor that the single most 
important property to the Sanctuary was on 
the market. This property was a “notch” in 
the Sanctuary—surrounded on all sides by 
Chaetura Canyon. If it were to be developed, 
there would be a house and septic system 
inside the Sanctuary at the head of the small 
creek that transects the canyon. Forces 
were rallied: Steve and Judy Scott donated 
their real estate skills (as they have on other 
Chaetura Canyon acquisitions) and several 
other extremely generous “Canyoniers” 
came forward with the necessary financial 
support to secure this critical piece of 
habitat. 

Carol Bennett, Jo Wilson, Carol Edwards, 
Ann and Don Connell, the Peterson 
Charitable Lead Trust, Ann and Bill 
Edwards, and Rootin’ Ridge Toymakers 
added their contributions to the funds raised 
by the sale of donor bricks and other land 
acquisition funds to make the purchase 
possible. As Stewards and donors of the 
original core sanctuary property, we are 
extremely thankful and indebted to everyone 
who made this amazing acquisition possible. 
For now, we have dubbed this parcel the 
“the Notch.”

Now that the Stewards are semi-retired 
and can devote even more time and energy 
to Chaetura Canyon, we can foresee more 
workshops, events, tours and other 
opportunities to visit and participate in the 
conservation of Chaetura Canyon in the 
future. So, check the Travis Audubon web 
site and calendar of events frequently. We 
hope to see you soon in the Canyon!

Best Regards,
Georgean and Paul Kyle, 
Sanctuary Stewards

Paul Kyle works on the Little Beaver fence line



Wild Birds Unlimited not only brings people 
and nature together, we strongly believe in 
the conservation of birds, wildlife and their 
habitats. Education is the key.

Bird feeding not only adds to the enjoyment 
of backyard birds, it provides much of the 
added benefits to the survival of our beloved 
feathered friends.

The key to the conservation of bird 
populations is to be found in providing the 
habitats needed for their natural 
reproduction and sustained survival. 
Interaction and education are the ultimate 
keys, and we protect what we love. If we 
learn about birds through the joy and 
excitement of attracting them to our yard, 
we are sure to grow in our desire to protect 
them.

Over 100 North American bird species 
supplement their natural diets with bird seed, 
suet, fruit and nectar obtained from feeders. 
Studies have shown that birds get a small 

Feeding Birds Makes a Difference
By Rick and Kelly Stults, Wild Birds Unlimited

percentage of their diet from bird 
feeders. Access to abundant and healthy 
food supplies is important to birds, 
regardless of the season. Putting out a bird 
feeder or two provides these important 
nutritional supplements for our backyard 
birds.

Birds with access to backyard feeders 
benefit greatly from their ability to spend 
less time foraging for food and more time 
engaging in activities that enhance their 
health and safety.

Nesting — Feeders allow breeding birds to 
spend less time searching for food and more 
time selecting better nesting sites and 
constructing higher quality nests. Adults will 
also have more time available for 
protecting their nest, eggs, and young from 
predators. Research studies have shown that 
birds with access to bird feeders will often 
lay their eggs earlier than those without 
feeders. This is significant because earlier 
broods typically have better rates of 
survival and fledging success than later 
broods. When abundant food is accessible to 
parent birds, it means that more food is 
provided to their chicks. This extra 
nutrition can increase the nestling’s rate of 
growth and reduce aggression among nest 
siblings. Access to bird feeders allow 
breeding females to spend less time foraging 
which leads to better protection of eggs from 
predators, earlier fledging of the nestlings 
and higher survival rates of the brood.

Preening — Less time spent foraging, 
especially during harsh weather conditions 
provides more time to keep feathers in top 
flight condition to avoid predators and to 
insulate themselves from the elements.

By Rick and Kelly Stults, Wild Birds Unlimited



Feeding Birds Makes a Difference Continued           pg. 21

Molting — Molting takes tremendous 
energy and nutrient resources for birds. The 
lack of an abundant and healthy food supply 
may result in the impaired ability to obtain 
the proper pigmentation for molting feathers 
and can lead to defects in feather formation 
such as being weak, frayed, or curved.

Being less vulnerable to predators — 
Birds are very vulnerable to predators while 
searching for food, the distraction of 
foraging results in a reduced ability to focus 
on dangers and threats from predators. Less 
time spent foraging means more time spent 
being vigilant in spotting a predator in time 
to successfully evade it.

The food and housing we provide can make 
a significant difference on how well birds 
will thrive and survive in our own 
backyards. There is detailed research on 
some very important facts:

Summer Feeding — Feeding your birds in 
the summer will not make them too lazy, too 
dependent or keep them from migrating at 
the appropriate time. These misconceptions 
have been dispelled by significant research 
and observation. Contrary to popular belief, 

summer is the most abundant season for 
birds to visit feeders, while fall is the 
slowest. Natural food populates in Texas 
in the fall, and the birds dissipate from our 
yards to do what Mother Nature tells them 
to do.

Winter Survival — When severe weather 
impacts wild food supplies, some species 
of birds will turn to bird feeders as a critical 
food resource. It is during these times that 
feeders play their most vital role. If a storm 
is prolonged or extreme temperatures 
prevail, a feeding station may mean the 
difference between life and death for these 
birds.

Urban Survival — Bird feeders can play an 
important role in maintaining some 
populations of birds in urban areas where 
less natural food is available. Birds are 
losing their habitats, food sources and their 
homes.

With populations of people destroying 
habitats on a daily basis, it is vital that 
generations to come will be able to enjoy 
and learn from these beautiful feathered 
creatures.



Loss and New Life
For the Capitol Red-tailed Hawks

by Betsy Pfeil

Chris DuCharme of Bastrop, Texas has been 
photo-documenting raptors in the Austin 
area for about seven years. Two of the birds 
he is most familiar with are a pair of 
Red-tailed Hawks that have nested at the 
State Capitol. The pair has been known to 
perch on the Lone Star held by the Goddess 
of Liberty statue atop the Capitol.

“I first heard about the Capitol red-tailed 
pair seven years ago. After several visits I 
finally got my first look at them,” Chris said. 
“As I became more fascinated with this pair 
I really started to increase my time 
observing them, especially in the last three 
years.”

Chris is a familiar face around the Capitol 
building, and his relationship with the hawks 
is well known. He’s photographed the pair 
of hawks for so many years, he recognizes 
the individual birds. They are his friends.

 “I was clueless who was who at first. I 
thought I could distinguish male from 
female by their size but knew I was 
guessing. I finally saw them copulating 
(on the Lone Star) and was able to tell 
who was who. Fortunately for me the belly 
band coloring was distinctive. The female’s 
coloring was very light on her front. Some 
light speckling and that was it. The male 
has some dark streaks on his front. Over 
the years the coloring varied a bit but pretty 
much remained similar.”

On Wednesday, January 20, Chris was 
approached by one of the State Troopers, 
David Corbell, who works on the Capitol 
grounds. Corbell told Chris that the female 
hawk had collided with a vehicle the day 
before, at 2:05 p.m., at the corner of 15th 
Street and San Jacinto. The hawk had 
survived the collision and Corbell had 
removed her from the street and called the 

This pair of Red-tailed Hawks nested at the Texas Capitol for the past seven years. Female on the Lone Star, male on the Goddess’s head. 
All photos by Chris DuCharme.
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City. Unfortunately, the female hawk passed 
before help arrived.

“Kudos for David’s effort and I really 
appreciated his following though and letting 
me know what had happened,” said Chris. 
“His noting the time of passing allowed me 
to verify that I had taken my last 
photographs of her and her mate together 
about 15 minutes before she was killed.” 
The image at the beginning of this story 
captures the pair together for the last time.

DuCharme spent a lot of time at the 
Capitol after the female hawk passed. “I was 
bummed but wanted to watch how the male 
was reacting. Plus, I really hoped that I was 
wrong about ID’ing her from David’s image, 
which I had only seen on his cell phone.” At 
the end of day Wednesday, he knew she was 
gone. “I figured that was it for this 
breeding season for the male. I thought it 
might be possible for him to find a new 
mate, but breeding cycle was in full swing 
and the window of opportunity was closing.”

Chris observed the male hawk on 
Wednesday, Thursday and Friday. “The male 
would come and go. Disappear for awhile 
then return. As the wind was really 
blowing strong all three days I knew his 

routine would be a bit different. Usually on 
windy days they would vary their routine by 
not spending as much time at the Capitol. 
They would perch on other nearby buildings 
and a couple of the close by Moon Light 
Towers.”

By Friday about noon, “I hadn’t seen the 
male much and I was feeling pretty low. I 
felt like cutting it short for the day and 
leaving. Told myself that I would stay for 
another hour and a half. I was getting ready 
to pack up and leave when he came flying 
over the Goddess of Liberty. As he cruised 
over head I watched him head to the 
northwest. He started to circle away from 
the Capitol. I turned around and looked up to 
the Goddess for some reason and there was 
a raptor on the Goddess’s head. WHOA! I 
didn’t know what to think. Was it his 
original mate?”

Chris wasn’t sure the new hawk was a 
Red-tailed. It was difficult to see the birds 
clearly when they perched on the Goddess’s 
head. He quickly moved to get a better view. 
The bird was a Red-tailed, but something 
seemed different. 

“I was totally confused and thought it might 
be the original female. Soon, they were both 

The late, female Red-tailed Hawk over the Capitol. The new female Red-tailed Hawk over the Capitol.
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on the Goddess. He on the Lone Star, the 
mystery bird on the Goddess’s head. They 
came and went a few times and 
disappeared.” Chris headed home, knowing 
he wouldn’t be sure about anything until he 
was able to view his images on his 
computer. “When the image popped up I 
knew right away that it was another female. 
WOW!”

“She seems be a very fresh, pristine looking 
female. Allow it’s the breeding cycle and 
they always seem to look their best now.”

The two hawks appear to be a mated pair. 
The male has been working on the nest site 

Ask a Birder
My goal this year is to see a Painted Bunting. I live in Cedar Park but am willing to hit the road 
to see one. Please advise good sites to make this happen. Thank you. ~ Judy

Painted Buntings are common summer residents throughout the Austin area. However, they are just now starting to 
return to the area, so I suggest waiting a week or two before beginning your search. That would allow time for the 
males to arrive on territory and really crank up the song volume. In my experience, the easiest way to find a Painted 
Bunting is to learn its song so that you can recognize it in the field and use it to guide you to the singer. You can 
listen to its song at http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Painted_Bunting/sounds. Be sure to listen to the “Western” 
song as that is representative of the birds we have here. Painted Buntings can be found at many of our local parks 
such as Hamilton Pool Preserve, Milton Reimer’s Ranch Park, Westcave Preserve, and Hornsby Bend to name a few. 
They can be found just about anywhere there is a combination of open areas with brushy, weedy edge habitat. You 
may consider joining a Travis Audubon field trip or bird walk as a way to visit new places and learn 
local bird songs. Good luck!  ~ TAS Bird Expert

Painted Bunting enjoys the water sprinkler, Clinton and Charles Robertson, Creative Commons.

and keeping the female well fed. “He has 
been much more active in the seasonal 
bonding process than I have witnessed 
in previous years with his original mate. 
Perhaps my perception but I wonder if the 
bonding process is different with a new 
mate.”

The next two to three weeks should be 
interesting. “I have yet to see the new female 
join him on the Lone Star. After all these 
years it’s pretty weird not seeing two of 
them perched on the star together. Hopefully 
she will take to the perch some day.” Chris 
hopes to see the new female settle in on the 
nest and star lying eggs soon.

https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Painted_Bunting/sounds


TAS Annual Meeting
Thursday, March 17, 
6 – 7 pm Annual Meeting
Hyde Park Christian Church
610 E. 45th Street, Austin, TX 78751

The TAS Annual Meeting will include the 
year in review, a look ahead, a vote on 
proposed new Trustees, By-laws updates, 
and the presentation of the Volunteer of the 
Year Award. We hope you can join us.

Balcones Canyonlands National 
Wildlife Refuge Update
David Maple, Deputy Refuge Manager 
and Acting Refuge Manager
Thursday, March 17, 
7 – 8 pm Presentation
Hyde Park Christian Church
610 E. 45th Street, Austin, TX 78751
Free for Members and One Guest;
$10 Non-Members

The Balcones Canyonlands National 
Wildlife Refuge (NWR), located in the Hill 
Country northwest of Austin, is best known 
as the breeding grounds for two endangered 
songbirds, the Black-capped Vireo and the 

Events

Golden-cheeked Warbler. David Maple will 
give us a deeper understanding of the refuge. 
He will discuss some of the endangered and 
threatened species that occur there, the habitat 
management decisions made to ensure their 
survival, and the challenges of day-to-day 
operations. The role of the Friends of the 
Refuge group will also be highlighted.

David Maple received his B.S. in Wildlife 
Ecology from Oklahoma State University 
and a Master’s in Agriculture—Wildlife 
Science from Texas A&M. As a wildlife 
biologist for the past 31 years, he has held 
positions at Fort Gordon, Georgia, Hagerman 
NWR in north Texas, Rocky Mountain 
Arsenal NWR in Denver, Colorado and 
Washita NWR in western Oklahoma.

BioBlitz at Commons Ford
Saturday, April 16
9 am – 2 pm
614 Commons Ford Rd.
Austin, TX 78733

Join members of Travis Audubon, 
Capital Area Master Naturalists, Native Plant 
Society of Texas, Native Prairies 
Association of Texas, Austin Herpetological 

David Maple 

April 16, 2016 

National Citizen Science Day

614 Commons Ford Rd, Austin, TX 78733
COMMONS FORD

Come play in the woods with us!

Free for all ages!

Find out more at http://tinyurl.com/bioblitz2016

Contact Cullen Hanks cullen.hanks@tpwd.texas.gov or 512-656-1222

The goal of this Bioblitz is to document the 
plants and animals found at Commons Ford Park. 
During the event from 9 am -2 pm you can:
Learn about local wildlife
Meet expert naturalists
Activities for families and kids
Document species
Learn how to be a citizen scientist

BioBlitz
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Society, Texas Nature Trackers, and the 
Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center to 
help find as many species of plants, animals, 
microbes, fungi, and other organisms as 
possible. See the related article, BioBlitz 
at Commons Ford, in this issue for more 
details.

Birdathon
Travis Audubon Birdathon occurs 
throughout April and May. For details about 
joining a team or attending a special event: 
http://travisaudubon.org/feature/birdathon

From a Park to a Prairie: 
The Story of Commons Ford 
Ed Fair
Thursday, April 21
6:30 pm doors open, 7–8 pm presentation
Hyde Park Christian Church
610 E. 45th Street, Austin, TX 78751
Free for Members and One Guest;
$10 Non-Members

This is the story of how a group of 
determined but inexperienced 
individuals came together to build from 
scratch a strong volunteer organization, a 
diverse coalition of partners, and a 
funding base which allowed the 
conversion of a forty-acre field within a 
City of Austin park into a viable 
native prairie. Ed will discuss the trials 

and tribulations, as well as the many 
successes forged, in the short six-year 
history of this ongoing native prairie 
restoration project. He will highlight 
some of the birds that seem to be 
responding to the improved habitat 
conditions. The Commons Ford story can 
serve as a model for similar efforts, 
especially where the starting point 
consists of nothing more than a dogged 
commitment and a few individuals who 
would not take “no” for an answer.
Ed Fair is a comparatively new, but 
avid, birder. He leads birding field trips 
throughout the Austin area, participates 
in numerous Christmas Bird Counts and 
conducts several breeding bird surveys 
around Texas.  He also proudly touts the 
fact that he has more yard species listed 
in eBird than any other Travis County 
birder!  In 2015 Ed did a photographic 
big year in his yard, where he 
successfully photo-documented 84 
species including a rare Long-billed 
Thrasher, a Golden-winged Warbler and 
a Scott’s Oriole.

Ed is the founder and Executive Director 
of the Commons Ford Prairie 
Restoration Organization, which is the 
community organization behind the 
Commons Ford Prairie. When Ed is not 
birding, he is practicing law as a music 
attorney or teaching entertainment law as 
an adjunct professor at the University of 
Texas School of Law.

Ed Fair at Commons Ford, Jane Tillman The Commons Ford Prairie in bloom, Jane Tillman

http://travisaudubon.org/feature/birdathon
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Birds in Trouble 
Lynn E. Barber
Saturday, April 23
3 – 4:30 pm
Book People
603 N. Lamar Blvd., Austin, TX 78703

Noted writer Lynn Barber holds the 2005 
record for the most species of birds seen 
in Texas. Join her for a talk and book 
signing for her newest book published by 
Texas A&M Press, Birds in Trouble.

Small Mountain Owls of Colorado
Scott Rashid, Colorado Avian Research 
and Rehabilitation Institute
Thursday, May 19
6:30 pm doors open, 7–8 pm presentation
Hyde Park Christian Church
610 E. 45th Street, Austin, TX 78751
Free for Members and One Guest;
$10 Non-Members

Our last monthly meeting of spring 
features Scott Rashid. Scott will speak 
about his wide-ranging research interests 
concerning the tiny owls that inhabit 
the area in and around Rocky Mountain 
National Park. There have been many 
unanswered questions about the Northern 
Saw-whet, Northern Pygmy, 
Flammulated, and Boreal Owls such 
as preferred nesting habitat, longevity, 
favored prey, and site fidelity. With his 
dedicated volunteers, banding station 
data, and hands-on rehabilitation 
experience, Scott is increasing our 
understanding of these charismatic 
creatures. Learn more about Scott’s 
passion for all things avian at 
http://www.carriep.org/

Special thanks to longtime Travis 
Audubon members John and Anne 
Donovan who have made Scott’s visit 
possible.

Author Event and Book Signing
Saturday April 23, 3–4:30pm at Book People, 603 N Lamar Blvd. 

Noted writer Lynn Barber holds the 2005 record for the most species of birds seen in Texas. Join her 
for a talk and book signing.

TRAVIS AUDUBON & BOOK PEOPLE ARE PROUD TO PRESENT

BIRDS IN TROUBLE  BY LYNN E. BARBER

Northern Saw-whet Owl,  

http://www.carriep.org/


Young Birders Club:
Backyard Birds & Bird Calls
Sunday, March 6
8 – 9:30 am

Join us at Mills Pond Recreation Area 
to learn about backyard birds. Sebastian 
Casarez will lead this Backyard Birds & 
Bird Calls Walk. He will also teach YBC 
members how to identify and make bird 
calls during the bird walk. A Blue Jay 
study worksheet handout will be given to 
the children.

Limited to 12 participants, ages 14 years 
and younger. Visit http://travisaudubon.
org/audubonevent/young-birders-club-
backyard-birds-bird-calls for more infor-
mation to register. 

Young Birders Club:
Club-Golden-cheeked Warbler
Sunday, April 3,
8 – 9:30 am

Sebastian Casarez will lead a bird walk 
at Baker Sanctuary in search of the 
Golden-cheeked Warbler. YBC 
members will learn more about the 
Golden-cheeked Warbler and their 
habitat.

Limited to 8 participants, ages 14 years 
and younger. Visit https://travis.z2sys-
tems.com/np/clients/travis/eventRegistra-
tion.jsp?event=507 for more information 
to register. 

Young Birders Club
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Butterfly Identification
Instructors: Valerie Bugh
Classroom: Tuesdays April 26, May 3, 
and May 10, 6:30 – 8:30 pm
Field trips: Sundays, May 1 and 8, 
10 am – noon

If you enjoy watching colorful flying 
creatures but would occasionally like to skip 
the cold, damp, early mornings that 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 both on their own 
merits and as a complement to other wildlife 
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, their predators, 
behaviors, challenges, life cycles, and 

Classes

survival strategies. After a general 
orientation to the lepidopteran world, 
participants will delve more deeply into 
identification, learning to recognize 
different butterflies and caterpillars by their 
appearance, habits, and host plant 
preferences. Whether you want to improve 
your understanding of the insects, create 
a more informed butterfly garden, better 
recognize species in the field, or capture 
enhanced photographic images thanks to 
knowing your quarry more thoroughly, this 
class will not only answer many questions, 
but also reveal the beauty and elegance of 
butterflies.

Valerie Bugh is a recognized Austin 
naturalist specializing in area arthropods. 
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 
pocket guides to Butterflies of Central 
Texas, Spiders of Texas, and Spiders of 
Florida. One of her favorite butterfly books 

Pearl Crescent on Primrose, Ken Slade, Creative Commons
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is the Kaufman Focus Guides: Butterflies 
of North America (Jim Brock & Kenn 
Kaufman). Val will also prepare handouts 
about host plants, species lists, and ID tips. 
See Valerie’s website at: 
www.austinbug.com

Tuition: $20 for TAS members, $25 for 
non-members.
Location: Downtown Austin
Questions: Elizabeth Gushee at 
emacg68@gmail.com
Register at: https://travis.z2systems.com/np/
clients/travis/event.jsp?event=481&

Sebastian Casarez remains busy with his bird 
research activities. His recent science project 
focused on how Purple Martins depend on 
humans for their existence. From 2013 to 2015, 
Sebastian studied the effects of Purple Martin 
Gourds and roosting sites. He asked the 
questions:

Do Purple Martin Gourds or Chambers really 
help with the population of Purple Martins?

Does construction really have a big impact on 
Purple Martin behavior at their roosting sites? 

Sebastian tied both questions to his hypothesis 
concerning the benefits of human and Purple 
Martin relationships. Without human-supplied 
housing and protection will the Purple Martins 
still exist?

The Science fair for Sebastian’s school, One Day 
Academy, took place on Saturday, January 23, 
2016. Sebastian placed Blue Ribbon and ad-
vanced to Regionals. On Thursday, February 18, 
2016 Sebastian participated at the Austin Energy 
Regional Science Fair at Palmer Events Center.

Purple Martin 
Project Wins 
Blue Ribbon

Sebastian Casarez wins Blue Ribbon at the One 
Academy Science Fair, Sandra Casarez.

http://www.austinbug.com
mailto:emacg68%40gmail.com?subject=
https://travis.z2systems.com/np/clients/travis/event.jsp?event=481&
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March & April Field Trips

Date 
& Time

Location
& Description

Registration 
Required? Contact

Tuesday, March 1, 
7:30 to 9:30 am

Two-hour Tuesday at 
Lake Pflugerville Park, 
led by Dan Callaway

No Ken Zaslow at 
khz@att.net

Saturday, March 5,  
8 to 10 am

Beginner’s Bird Walk 
at McKinney Falls 
State Park

No

Tuesday, March 8, 
5:45 am to early 
afternoon

Super Tuesday at 
Inks Lake State Park, 
led by Terry Banks

Yes

Tuesday, March 15, 
7:30 to 11 am

Super Tuesday at 
Hornsby Bend, led by 
Ken Zaslow

Yes Ken Zaslow at 
khz@att.net

Tuesday, March 22, 
7:30 to 9:30 am 

Two-hour Tuesday at 
Lake Creek Trail, led by 
Ray and Ginny Steelman

No

Tuesday, March 29,
7:30 to 9:30 am

Two-hour Tuesday at 
St. Edwards Park, led 
by Jane Tillman

No

Saturday, April 2, 
7:30 am

Beginner’s Bird Walk 
at Berry Springs Park, 
led by Virginia Rose

No

Tuesday, April 5, 
7 to 10:30 am

Two-hour Tuesday Plus 
at Platt Lane, led by 
Deb and Lee Wallace

Yes Deb Wallace at 
apeld@austin.rr.com

To register go to www.TravisAudubon.org
Key: Trip size limit noted by ( ); $ indicates fee required

Virginia Rose at 
virginia.rose@att.net

Terry Banks at 
55bluebirds@att.net

Ray Steelman at 
rgsteel@comcast.net

Jane Tillman at 
jtillman@utexas.edu

Virginia Rose at 
virginia.rose@att.net
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Date 
& Time

Location
& Description

Registration 
Required? Contact

Tuesday, April, 12, 
7 to 11:30 am

Super Tuesday at 
Berry Springs Park, 
led by Dan Callaway

Yes

Tuesday, April 19, 
7 to 9 am

Two-hour Tuesday at 
Booty’s Road Park, led by 
Ray and Ginny Steelman

No

Tuesday, April 26, 
5:45 am to noon

Super Tuesday at 
Palmetto State Park, 
led by Terry Banks

Yes Terry Banks at 
55bluebirds@att.net

Field Trips Continued               pg. 32

Ray Steelman at 
rgsteel@comcast.net

Ken Zaslow at 
khz@att.net

Birders on a recent field trip to Pedernales State Park, led by Terry Banks.
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Members & Donors

Grants & 
Contributions
Margaret Aeschbach
Bob & Pat Ayres
Mary Blackstock
Frances Cerbins
Jackie Davis
Olive Forbes
Patricia Gallagher
Chris Gunter
Sarah Heather
Theresa Massey
Nona & Andy Sansom

Sustaining 
Members
Trent Miller
Jeff Patterson
Carol Ray
Jo Wilson
Mark Wilson
Julie Zess

Lifetime 
Members
Margaret & Heinz 
     Aeschbach
Ross Bee
Carol Bennett
Donna K. Brasher
Valarie Bristol
Sam Burnes
Frances & Oskar Cerbins
Karen & Michael Collins
Kelley Cunny & Gregg       
     Sporar
Jackie Davis
Jim & Karol deVries
Joe Doherty

Travis Audubon Wishes to Thank its Members and Donors
(December 1, 2015 to January 31, 2016)

Carol Edwards
Michael Gagarin
Ann Gardner
Chris Gunter
Bryan Hale
Julie Hallmark
Patrick Hotze
Russell Hoverman
Burgess Jackson
Caroline Jones
Ronnie Kramer
Tasso Leventis
Jane Lowrimore
Julia Marsden
Cheryl McGrath & 
     Robert Miller
Sally Means
Jodie & Julie Moore
Jeff & Katherine Mundy
Michael Portman
Jorjanna Price
Marilyn Davis Rabkin
Deborah Robertson
Beth Roddin
Alan Roddy
Theodore C Rogers
Stephen Rumsey
Ryan Runkle
Mary Sanger
Andrew & Nona Sansom
Susan & Don Schaezler
Jonathan & Marika 
     Schoolar
Chuck & Mary Kay
     Sexton
Vince Shouba
Chula Sims
Ellen Smith
Bryan & Cindy Sperry
Byron Stone
Timothy L. Stuart
Stan VanSandt

Karen Verser
Paul Wade
Jo Wilson
John Wilson
Ira & Roxanne Yates
Julia Youngblood

Warbler 
Members
Carol Bohumolski
Carol Delatorre & Rob      
     Klausmeier
Genevieve Duncan
Sam Fason
Wendy Harte
Sarah Heather
Tina Huckabee
Donna & Kent Jones
Caroline LeGette
Mary & Lynn Moak
Michele Morrison
Rose Reeser
Mary Lou Rizzo
Kim Soechting
Ellen Smith & Alan 
     Campion
Felicia Thomas
Deb & Lee Wallace
Manda & Dan Wittliff

Vireo Members
Joseph Acosta
Jane Anderson
Jacque Sue Austin
Terry & Joel Banks
Joyce Basciano
Mary Blackstock
Catherine Brown
Sue Ann Chandler

Betty Cooper
Joan Cox
John Deigh
Pat Dillon
Jon Donaldson
Anne & John Donovan
David & Virginia Fischer
Susan Galbreath
Patricia Gallagher
Pam & Gary Gerritsen
Cullen & Wilson Hanks
Joan Hilgers
Margaret Hoffman
Angie & Todd Ingarfield
Dale Jaroszewski
Barbara Kyse
Clifton Ladd
Jeff Larson
Thomas & Elizabeth      
     Linker
Jane Little
Stephen Livingston
Kelly Logan
Janelle & Paul Medrano
Nicole Netherton
J. P. Patterson
Nancy Radding
Diana Seidel & Jim 
     Thatcher
Charles Stephens
Mary Sue Rose
Betsy Ross
Judith Sims
Marcia Sims
Eric Stager
Kay Taebel
Colleen Theriot
Camilla Thomason
Gregory Tipple
Jean & Bob Warneke
Marcia & William Wutke



Members & Donors

Chaetura Canyon
Ann & Don Connell
Carol Bennett
Anne Donovan 
Ann and Bill Edwards
Carol Edwards
Eunice Elliott
Paul Kyle
Amy Ohnesorge
Peterson Charitable Lead 
     Trust
Rootin’ Ridge 
     Toymakers
Jo Wilson

Chaetura 
Canyon Bricks
Susan Hensley
Tim & Beth Kerr
Georgean & Paul Kyle
Russell Kyle
Emily Notley
Jo Wilson
Mark Wilson

In Honor of 
Ilene Barr
Paul Barr

In Honor of 
Mr. & Mrs. 
Robert D. Terhune
Dr. Robert & Audrey 
     Maclean

In Honor of 
Sam & Maydell 
Fason
Susan Block

In Honor of Anne 
& John Donovan
Barbara Anderson

In Memory of 
Priscilla Murr
Sharon Urban

In Memory of 
Harry Bishop
Gene Majors

In Memory of 
Bert W. Lindsay
Wayne Lindsay

In Memory of 
Wilma Anderson
Barbara Anderson

Bird & Business




