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TAS Regular Monthly Meeting

O

nce again, I would like to thank Hornsby Bend for running the
hawkwatch this year and the Travis Audubon Society for funding it for
what was my second year. The help from visitors scanning clouds for
the tiniest of specks made the slowest of days tolerable and the busiest days
exciting, while keeping stress levels to a minimum. The most valuable thing
I have learned coming out of this year’s watch is how little we really know
about the migration of the Swainson’s Hawk and how important long-term
data collection is for determining trends in central Texas raptor migration.
Communication this year between birders from the areas surrounding Austin,
and my educating them on what days would probably provide large kettles and
streams, also helped in creating a better picture of what was happening. Upon
reviewing the 2006 Hornsby Bend hawkwatch data and discussing the results
with the other hawkwatches in Texas, I will offer some possible explanations for
our results.
Beginning with total numbers and species numbers, we ended 2006 with a
total of 8,398 total migrating raptors. Although the numbers recorded for the
Hornsby Bend Hawkwatch are often between 10,000 and 17,000, Swainson’s
Hawks have mainly comprised the greatest numbers, where once again this
year was dominated by Turkey vultures. While this year’s results showed
surprisingly similar comparisons to last year’s in some aspects, 2006 results
shared other similarities with the previous years. For total species we had 16
different raptor species recorded this year, which is consistent in that every
year has always seen between 16 and 18 total. Only the single Prairie Falcon,
Ferruginous or Zone-tailed Hawk usually alters this number from year
to year.

No monthly meeting in December

Join us for our
annual Holiday Gala!
Thursday, December 14, 7-9 p.m.
Zilker Clubhouse
200 Zilker Clubhouse Road,
Austin 78746

For the second year in a row, I wanted to determine the
differences in numbers compared over the past years. The
greatest factor in decreased numbers was again the missing
Swainson’s Hawk migration over Hornsby Bend. Yearly past
averages were 8,000-11,000 and for the second year in
a row we had fewer than 1,500. The year 2001
was the only other notable deviation
with only 2,104. The other main
difference was the record high
continued on page 3
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LETTER FROM THE TAS PRESIDENT

A

s we end November and start December, I go from a
mindset of giving thanks to one of giving to others. I
have so much to be thankful for, especially from the
angle of what birds and nature have given me. Nature in general,
and birds speciﬁcally, challenge me physically and keep me
mentally sharp. Experiencing nature provides an emotional and
spiritual uplifting, and quickly reminds me of what is important
in my life. And frequently, it’s a lot cheaper than a trip
Shelia Hargis,
to a therapist! These beneﬁts would not be possible
photo by Robert Baumgardner
if someone hadn’t exposed me to birds in a way that
grabbed and held my attention, so I am very grateful to those who shared their love
of birds with me.
For me, being grateful frequently turns into, “What can I do to show my
appreciation?” Unfortunately, birds and nature can’t stand up for themselves, so
it’s up to us to stand up for them. There are many ways to accomplish this. A few
possibilities:
•

Financially support Travis Audubon. Our annual appeal is underway, and
many of you responded quickly and generously when the letter arrived in your
continued on page 14
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Hawkwatch, continued from page one

number of Turkey Vultures (5,201) and Black Vultures
(818) this year, without increased numbers of most
other species coming through. Also, notable species -which were up in numbers compared to years past -- are
Osprey (38) when ten seems to be about the average.
Broad-winged Hawks (436) were at an all-time high
compared to the average of 100-200. I ﬁnd this number
to be quite misleading, due to the fact that 330 of these
came over in one kettle. The increase of Bald Eagles
(5) was very interesting, when formerly getting only
one during a hawkwatch was an exciting event. The
other enigma that seems to raise many questions is the
decrease in Mississippi Kites. The ﬁrst two years of the
hawkwatch averaged over 800 kites a season. The next
two counts were very close together, with about 340
birds, and my two years have been very close together
at about 78 of the kites.

NWF Habitat Steward News

After looking at the Veracruz River of Raptors, Mexico
Web site, I was able to notice that they had record low
counts of Swainson’s and Broad-winged Hawks, with
numbers coming in about 400,000 shy for each species.
They also had a record low for Turkey Vultures with
about 700,000 unaccounted from their yearly average.
After conferring with the Corpus Christi and Smith
Point hawkwatches, I found that their results varied
also, with some species being up by two hundred
percent and others down by ﬁfty percent. In another
statistic, Broad-winged Hawks, which make up over
eighty percent of Corpus Christi’s total numbers, seem
to be right on average for the year.

Also check out www.nwf.org, the website for lots of
excellent wildlife habitat information.

Finally, I would like to conclude by completely
throwing out my hypothesis from last year’s study
that the hurricanes alone may have decreased
species numbers. From the discussions among other
hawkwatchers, it seems clear that average surrounding
weather conditions can greatly affect where the birds
decide to come over. Sightings of large numbers of
Swainson’s Hawks in all directions encircling Hornsby
help to show how much more comprehensive coverage
is needed to accurately predict a species’ abundance.
Once again, we may not be able to correctly determine
if trends are being formed, but the data collected this
year should help provide answers in the future. Until
next year.

T

wenty-two participants completed the National Wildlife
Federation training to become Habitat Stewards in
September. The training was partially funded by Travis
Audubon. During the twenty-six hour course which
spanned three Wednesday evenings and three Saturdays,
the class learned about Austin’s ecology and how to inspire
people to create wildlife friendly habitats at community
sites and in their own backyards.
The class took a tour of the certiﬁed wildlife habitat at the
First Unitarian Universalist Church. Visit the church yard at
4700 Grover to see for yourself how beautiful wildscapes
can be. To learn more about becoming a Habitat Steward
contact Jane Tillman at mljt@mail.utexas.edu or Alice
Nance, Education Program Manager at the Gulf States
Natural Resource Center, 44 East Avenue Suite 200, Austin,
TX 78701, tel. 512-610-7768, nancea@nwf.org.

TAS member and TPWD entomologist Mike Quinn
enthralled participants with the sighting of a lacewing
egg. Photo Credits: Jane Tillman

Gary Newgord
TRAVIS AUDUBON SOCIETY

S I G N A L S M O K E / December 2 0 0 6

3

NATURALIST’S

CALENDAR

by Bill Reiner

photo by Robert Baumgardner

Reprinted from December 2001

is the season for pine and holly and mistletoe, but
did you know that there is also a “Desert Christmas
Cactus” common here in Texas? No, not the potted
houseplant (also called Schlumbergera, Zygocactus
truncatus, a native of South America), nor the ubiquitous
Prickly-Pears you see reﬂected in tree ornaments and
holiday cards. You might know Opuntia leptocaulis by
another name. Tasajillo is one. Pencil Cactus is another.
There’s also Tesajo Cactus, Rat-tail Cactus, Slender-stem
Cactus, Garambullo, and Pencil Cholla – and probably
several unprintable names bestowed by those who have
tried to walk through a patch of this plant.

T

Pencil Cactus is not as picturesque as its well-known
cousins, the Prickly-Pears. Though the stems are similarly
jointed, the sections do not form broad, ﬂat pads. Instead,
each segment is cylindrical, up to an inch and a half in
diameter at the base of the plant. Terminal branches are
only as thick as a pencil – the slenderest stems of any
North American cactus. They detach easily, snagging
a ride on passing cowhide or denim, and sometimes
sprouting where they drop.
Most of the year Tasajillo is easily overlooked, unless
you happen to stumble into its spines. Even the ﬂowers,
which open in May, are fairly inconspicuous compared
to the showy blooms of other cacti. Greenish- to bronzyyellow, they only spread to about an inch across. The plant
branches extensively, and sprawls in a gray-green tangle,
often on clay or alluvial soil in association with Mesquite
trees. Since livestock generally avoid the spiny cacti,
Pencil Cactus, like other Opuntias, is a good indicator of
heavily grazed range. Probably because Tasajillo can take
over rangeland, and it isn’t as attractive as the similarly
invasive Prickly-Pears, Texans aren’t overly fond of it. In
his ﬁeld guide Cacti of Texas and Neighboring States, Del
Weniger calls it “probably the most hated cactus in our
area.”
Still, even a generally reviled species can be admired at
times. The Desert Christmas Cactus earns a little respect
(and its name) in winter, when neighboring plants lose
their leaves and turn brown. Then, as if by magic, some
of what seemed to be parts of the cactus’s stem turn
vivid red. These pseudo-stems are actually the fruits of
the cactus. Adding to the illusion is the tendency of the
fruits to sprout branches while still attached to the parent
plant. It then appears as if a middle section of the limb has
4
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turned red, while the rest of the branch stayed green.
This may be the cactus that so bafﬂed the eminent Texas
botanist Ferdinand Lindheimer. From the new settlement
of New Braunfels in the 1840s he wrote to his colleague
George Engelmann (translated from the German in A
Life among the Texas Flora): “It almost seems to me that
this one does not bloom at all!? It almost appears that
articulations, leaves are transformed into fruits…. Only
I don’t believe it yet, because the fruits have the same
elongated shape as the leaves and, in addition, all cactus
fruit is green to begin with, I think; that is probably the
cause of the illusion.”
The color of the fruit attracts the attention of other critters
besides humans. Quail gobble them down. White-tailed
Deer, turkey, several other bird species, and various
small mammals also eat them. I’ve even seen a Goldenfronted Woodpecker harvesting them once, at Pace Bend
Park. From its foothold on a small tree trunk growing up
through a Tasajillo patch, the woodpecker would pluck a
fruit, hitch its way up to a crevice where it could wedge
the fruit to pick out the seeds, then back down the trunk
for another.
A small ﬂock of Pyrrhuloxias was also avidly harvesting
the crimson fruits. In fact, most of the times I’ve seen
these relatives of our resident Cardinals near Austin they
have been around Mesquites and associated clusters of
Pencil Cactus. Given how common both plants are in the
Pyrrhuloxias’ south Texas range, individual birds probably
look for them when they wander in winter – as sort of a
home (and pantry) away from home. So if you happen
upon a patch of red-fruited Desert Christmas Cactus
on your Christmas Bird Count, you might want to look
closely at any female Cardinals you ﬁnd around it.

Birds love us.
So will you.

3267 Bee Caves Rd. (512.328.9453)
TRAVIS AUDUBON SOCIETY

THE

DAN CALLAWAY

Dan Callaway,
photo by Robert Baumgardner

REPORT

Birding to Stillhouse Hollow Lake - 11/1/06
Participants: Ethel Kutac, Ingrid Huskey, Terry Banks, Homer
Cunningham, Catﬁsh Kelly and Dan Callaway
Target bird: Red Phalarope

F

rom Austin we headed North on I-35 to Salado on this
unusually cool, gray mid-autumn day. Although we were
experienced in the outdoors, the 50-degree damp North wind
and overcast skies caught some of us slightly underdressed.
At Exit 286, we went West on FM 2484, then North on FM
1670 toward the dam. Along here we saw American Kestrels, a
perched Cooper’s Hawk, Mourning Doves and meadowlarks. At
Chalk Ridge Falls Park, we walked the nature trail downstream
to the wooden footbridge. Woodland birds included Redbellied Woodpecker, Eastern Phoebe, Carolina Wren, Carolina
Chickadee, Ruby-crowned Kinglet, Yellow-rumped and
Orange-crowned Warbler, and Northern Cardinal. We heard a
Belted Kingﬁsher and a Northern Flicker. Streamside sparrows
identiﬁed were Lincoln’s, Song and White-throated. While
viewing a large kettle of Black Vultures about 1/4 mile away,
we noticed one that appeared to have some white about the
head. As it neared we all were amazed to realize it was an
adult Bald Eagle. Then there were two. As they ﬂew directly
overhead, one turned into a brief dive, then quickly righted
himself and continued soaring to the Southwest. Both had come
from the East going upstream along the Lampasas River.
We returned to FM 2484 and continued West, then North on
Union Grove Lane. The pavement turned to gravel. We kept
going until we ﬁnally reached a locked Wildlife Management

Area locked gate. We were welcomed to the parking lot by a
proud-looking Rock Wren perched on a sign (no rocks within
a mile). We walked the 1/4 mile to the mud ﬂats where the
Travis Audubon website reported a rare Red Phalarope. We met
a birder from Denton along the path who conﬁrmed the bird’s
presence. And there it was, in winter plumage, feeding and
twirling among the ﬂoating aquatic vegetation, possibly moss or
hydrilla. Although he never seemed to be spooked, he did move
farther out as we approached. With only 30 to 40 yards away,
the diagnostic heavy beak was apparent in the scope. Other
shorebirds and waterfowl included Double-crested Cormorant,
American White Pelican, Pied-billed Grebe, Canvasback,
Redhead, Lesser Scaup, American Coot, Killdeer, Long-billed
Dowitcher, Ring-billed Gull and Forster’s Tern. In the grassland
leading to the lake, we had Swamp and more Song Sparrows
and either Sedge or Marsh Wrens. At River’s Bend Park where
we ate lunch, we added Savannah and a huge ﬂock of Chipping
Sparrows. At the boat ramp of Union Grove Park an Osprey ﬂew
over. Our last area to bird was Iron Bridge Lane at Youngsport
on the North side of the Lampasas River. Here we added Eastern
Bluebird, White-crowned and Vesper Sparrow and House Finch.
Other good birds for the day were Red-tailed Hawk, Northern
Harrier and Loggerhead Shrike.
Total species: Fifty-seven (thirty-one at 10
am and forty-eight by noon)
Best birds: Red Phalarope, Bald Eagle and
Rock Wren
Dominant bird: American Coot

Michael Portman
Financial Consultant
301 Congress Ave., Ste. 100
Austin, TX 78701
(512) 472-6852
Member SIPC • 2006 A.G. Edwards & Sons, Inc.
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WE’RE IN IT FOR THE
LONG TERM WITH YOUR
NEST EGG.
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Travis Audubon’s 2006 Holiday Gala!
Thursday, December 14, 7-9 p.m.
Zilker Clubhouse
200 Zilker Clubhouse Road, Austin 78746
(in Zilker Park, just west of Mo-Pac)

T

his year we honor some very special Travis Audubon members at our holiday party. Two in particular
have been pivotal to Travis Audubon’s founding and development as an organization, and their writing,
teaching, and training have had a huge impact on uncountable new birders. We will recognize and raise
a glass in honor of Marjorie Adams and Fred Webster, two chapter members who, with their respective
spouses, have given much to the Austin birding community and to Travis Audubon over many decades. Please
come out to help us celebrate them.
We have treats lined up (besides the great food and beverage that we will be providing for you), such as a
Coffee Tasting provided by Santa Elena Coffee Company, whose farm in Chiapas, Mexico, provides the
delicious bird-friendly, shade coffee that our Latin America Committee sells. A professional quartet will be
dropping in to sing a few Holiday Carols for you, too. No Travis Audubon party would be complete without a
round of Bird Jeopardy, led by TAS Board Member (and national Jeopardy champion) John Kelly. Study up
and be ready to play!
We have proclaimed this our annual Tax-Free Shopping Day for all Travis Audubon Society members and
guests, so you will get sales-tax forgiveness on your shopping. We will be selling that wonderful shade coffee as
well as Audubon wall calendars, Travis Audubon goods, and books by our special guests of honor.
As in past years, our party will also include a fun Silent Auction of great items such as a private winery tour
and tasting for 12 people, a Saturday night stay for two at an Austin hotel, a bowling party for 12 people, gift
cards from BookPeople and other Austin merchants, bird books, and original artwork, all to beneﬁt Travis
Audubon Society. So please bring your checkbooks. The auction is a fun way to support Travis Audubon and
pick up some unique holiday gifts (for yourself or others!) at the same time. Your payments for silent auction
items will be tax-deductible donations to TAS.
Finally, this year’s party will feature a Members’ “Travel Birds” slide show, and we seek your best bird
shots from your birding trips outside of Central Texas. Many Travis Audubon members are great travelers
and nature photographers, and we invite you to share some old or new favorites with us. Be photo-proud! Did
you get a great image on a TAS ﬁeld trip to the Valley or to Arizona? How about your birding trips to other
countries? Please e-mail up to 10 images – and don’t forget to identify the species – by Friday, December 8th to
slides@travisaudubon.org.
We need to let you know that parking at Zilker Clubhouse is limited and we strongly encourage you to
carpool. To assist with that, the TAS ofﬁce will help organize carpools. Please contact Diana Digges at
512-300-2473 or info@travisaudubon.org if you’d like to participate in a carpool to our holiday party, and be
sure to let her know your neighborhood, exact address, and telephone number. We look forward to celebrating
the season with you – see you there!

6
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Volunteer of the Month
Eric Carpenter

I

f you care about birds in the Austin area, you are probably
already familiar with the stellar work of our volunteer
Rare Bird Alert Compiler, Eric Carpenter. Eric took up
this role last winter and has been wowing us with his work,
which is quite interesting to read and always on time. If you
haven’t checked out the Rare Bird Alert Web page, just go to
our home page and click on Rare Bird Alert in the menu bar.
You’ll ﬁnd some great images of local birds there as well.
You may have read Eric’s wonderful piece, “Doing a Big Year
at Hornsby Bend,” in the March 2006 Signal Smoke. In that
inspiring essay, Eric recounted his 2005 experience in tallying
249 species at (or ﬂying over) Hornsby Bend. You may not
know that, behind the scenes, Eric has also been lending his
considerable computer programming expertise to our Bird
Records Committee as they ﬁne-tune the Bird Records data
collection and reporting process. His dedication to birding
comes through clearly in all his work for Travis Audubon.
Eric lives and works as a software engineer in the Arboretum
area of northwest Austin. He tells us he’s been birding for 27+
years, since he was ten years old. He also confesses, “I’ve
spent too much time birding at Hornsby Bend the past couple
of years, though I recently spent a week watching birds in
Costa Rica (which was quite fun and quite a contrast to
birding in central Texas).” Eric, everyone at Travis Audubon
thanks you for your ﬁne volunteer work.
Photo Credit: Laurie Foss

Audubon Adventures Classroom Kits Need Donations

T

hree new themes! Audubon Adventures
has released another all new classroom
kit for grades 3 - 6. The featured topics are:
*Bees
*Birds
*Bats
Audubon Adventures includes action-oriented
content about healthy habitats, essays, written
puzzles, word challenges, games, and recommended web sites.

Please contact the TAS ofﬁce
(youth@travisaudubon.org) if you know of
an area teacher who would like to receive
a Classroom Kit. Many thanks.

Please consider sponsoring a classroom by
donating to the TAS Audubon Adventures
program. Mail your donations to Travis
Audubon Society, P.O. Box 40787, Austin TX
78704. The cost is approximately $45 per kit
which serves 32 students. Please note on the
check that it is for Audubon Adventures.

TRAVIS AUDUBON SOCIETY
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The Big Sit 2006

T

he Travis Audubon Society sponsored the ofﬁcial Big
Sit for 2006 at the hawkwatch station at Hornsby Bend
Bird Observatory on Sunday, October 8th. The Big Sit
is considered the most sedentary event in birding, since all
observations are counted from inside a 17-foot circle. We like
to think of it as a tail-gate party for birders.
Our day started at 6:20 a.m. with Eric Carpenter in the circle.
He counted our ﬁrst bird for the day – Killdeer. His second
bird was his reward for starting so early, a Great Horned
Owl perched off in the distance. He was soon joined by Sally
Breed, Desha Melton, Julia and Andy Balinsky, and Roxie
Rochat for bird-spotting duties. By 8:00 a.m. this intrepid
group had counted 30 species.
Over the course of the day, a total of 21 birders had joined
us in the circle to help spot our ﬁnal tally of 54 birds. We
closed things down at sundown and counted the Common
Nighthawk as our last bird at 7:04 p.m. We had terriﬁc help
from Travis Audubon’s Hawkwatch Coordinator for 2006,
Gary Newgord. Since he’s been at that same location nearly
every day for a month, he knows the birds there and certainly
knows his raptors!
Special thanks go to Kevin Anderson of Hornsby Bend for
allowing us early access to the ponds and all-day access to the
CER Building. We didn’t even get close to last year’s total
of 74 species. The summer’s drought affected Pond 1-West
by promoting the grasses that covered most of its area, so we
didn’t have the mud ﬂats that would have given us shorebirds
and waders.
What we did have was plenty of food, more than enough
water, friends that we’ve known for years, and new friends
made within the circle. Though the birding was quiet, the
circle never was. We’ll have to go for a species count record
another year, but we’ll hold up 2006 as the level mark for
fun!
Laurie Foss
Location: Hornsby Bend
Observation date: 10/8/06
Sharp-shinned Hawk
Number of species: 54
Cooper’s Hawk
Gadwall
Blue-winged Teal
Northern Shoveler
Green-winged Teal
Double-crested Cormorant
Great Blue Heron
Great Egret
Little Blue Heron
Cattle Egret
Black Vulture
Turkey Vulture
Osprey
8
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Red-shouldered Hawk
Swainson’s Hawk
Red-tailed Hawk
Crested Caracara
American Kestrel
Merlin
American Coot
Killdeer
Lesser Yellowlegs
Spotted Sandpiper
Least Sandpiper
Wilson’s Snipe
Rock Pigeon

Photo C

redit: L
a

White-winged Dove
Mourning Dove
Monk Parakeet
Great Horned Owl
Common Nighthawk
Chimney Swift
Eastern Phoebe
Scissor-tailed Flycatcher
Loggerhead Shrike
American Crow
Cave Swallow
Barn Swallow
Marsh Wren
Northern Mockingbird
European Starling

urie Fo

ss

Common Yellowthroat
Savannah Sparrow
Lincoln’s Sparrow
Northern Cardinal
Dickcissel
Red-winged Blackbird
Western Meadowlark
Yellow-headed Blackbird
Common Grackle
Great-tailed Grackle
Brown-headed Cowbird
House Sparrow

TRAVIS AUDUBON SOCIETY

Baker Sanctuary News

T

he ﬁrst stage of construction
on the Jackie Arnold
Education Center was
completed on October 20th. IDM
Builders, the contractor for the
JAEC, set up the concrete forms
for the project on October 2nd. The
reinforcing steel was delivered
to the site on October 6th and
on October 16th, the foundation
contractor dug out the grade and
cross beams, scraped off the
surface dirt and placed caliche
JAEC ﬁnished slab
ﬁll inside the forms. On October 17th,
Photo courtesy of John Wilcox
the foundation crew compacted the
caliche ﬁll and began laying and tying the reinforcing steel.
By Thursday, October 19th, all of the reinforcing steel was in
place and tied and the last minute form assembly completed.
First thing on the morning of October 20th, the slab was poured.
A concrete pump was hauled to the Sanctuary, set up close to
the pour site and the hopper ﬁlled with concrete. The concrete
was pumped to the north end of the pour where the crew began
pushing the concrete into the beam voids and slab. One worker
dropped an electric powered concrete vibrator into the beam
voids to settle the concrete. With the concrete in the form on
the north side of the pour, the concrete pump was then hauled
away from the site. With the pump out of the way, later concrete
trucks were able to get close enough to the pour so the workers
could place the concrete where they needed it by swinging the

truck’s chute. The crews continued pouring
concrete then dragged a screed over the concrete
to level it, using come-a-longs to ﬁll low spots.
By noon, the pour was complete and the ﬁnishing
was underway. The crew used a power trowel
and hand trowels to smooth the slab. The last
thing done by the crew was to put a light broom
ﬁnish on the slab to provide a non-slip surface.
Thankfully, cooler weather has returned to
Central Texas and the front that passed through
on October 18th, temporarily lowered early
morning temperatures to the mid-ﬁfties. The afternoon of
the next day, with the wind out of the north, we saw the ﬁrst
Sandhill Cranes of the season ﬂy over, heading south. The
Sanctuary received 6.8 inches of rain in October. We haven’t
had anywhere near that amount of rainfall in one month since
November of 2004. The 4.7 inches of rain we received on
October 10th was enough to start the Baker Springs ﬂowing
again for a brief time, but by October 24th, the spring once
again ceased ﬂowing.
Sanctuary Closed
The Baker Sanctuary will remain closed until February 3,
2007. Thank you all for your patience and continued support!
John Wilcox, TAS-Baker Sanctuary Steward

Yes! I want to help make A Bigger Baker! My contribution is enclosed.
 I understand that it will be used solely to purchase the new parcel adjacent to Baker Sanctuary.
 $50

 $100

 $250

 $500

 $ ………

Name . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Address . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
City . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . State . . . . . . . . . Zip . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Please make checks payable to “Travis Audubon Society” and write “A Bigger Baker”
in the memo. line. Your contribution is fully tax-deductible.
Mail to Travis Audubon Society, P.O. Box 40787, Austin, TX 78704

TRAVIS AUDUBON SOCIETY
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CBC NEWS
AUSTIN CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNT
Saturday, December 16, 2006

O

nce again it is time to prepare for the Austin Christmas Bird Count, and we’d like to invite all of you participate. Shawn
Ashbaugh and I have once again teamed as co-compilers, and over the next month, we will be your contacts for area
assignments and speciﬁc questions regarding the count and the countdown/dinner. Like last year, this year’s communication will all
be done via email, so if you know of someone who would like to participate but does not have email, please take a moment to forward
this information on to them.
Last year 97 observers counted 107,848 birds of 141 species. As always, we are looking for ways to increase attendance, so consider
introducing someone to the CBC this year! Although the total number of species is not directly related to the number of participants, it
is certainly a more thorough count with more observers in the ﬁeld, and birders of all skill levels are welcome.

You can see the Austin CBC map at www.shawnashbaugh.com/cbcinfo.htm (and on the next page). As in previous years, perennial
leaders will be given the opportunity to “claim” their familiar areas for this year’s count, and we will assign additional participants to
each area. Finally, remember that the participation fee is still $5.00 for each observer. The fees are necessary to publish the data and
are not optional.

GRANGER CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNT
Saturday, December 30, 2006
Once again Shawn Ashbaugh and I have teamed with area expert Tim Fennell to conduct this year’s Granger Christmas Bird Count
(TXGR). We are very excited to continue this exciting and important addition to Audubon’s CBC. The Granger CBC will be held on
Saturday, December 30, 2006. We invite birders of all skill levels to participate.
Granger Lake, in Williamson County, is approximately 35 miles northeast of Austin. Last year participants turned up threatened
prairie species like MOUNTAIN PLOVER and SHORT-EARED OWL, and also found, BURROWING OWL, HORNED LARK,
SPRAGUE’S PIPIT, MCCOWN’S LONGSPUR, and 15 total sparrow species, including HARRIS’S and LECONTE’S SPARROW.
The Granger CBC area offers diverse habitat, and participants will have the opportunity to count open farmland, fresh water, riparian
woodland, and Blackland Prairie habitat. We have created a webpage where Granger and other Central Texas CBC information will be
accessible. The link is www.shawnashbaugh.com/cbcinfo.htm.

Shawn Ashbaugh
sashbaugh@austin.rr.com
512.288.5172

Scott Young
birding-biker@austin.rr.com
512.293.9989

Many thanks and good birding!

I

f you’re a serious aﬁcionado of the Christmas Bird Count
(CBC), you should check out national Audubon’s site, which
has much useful information (see www.audubon.org/bird/cbc/).
Their CBC pages include how to get involved, current and
historical results, a bibliography, and more. Audubon’s site also
gives the following overview:
About the Christmas Bird Count
More than 50,000 observers participate each year in this allday census of early-winter bird populations. The results of
their efforts are compiled into the longest running database in
ornithology, representing over a century of unbroken data on
trends of early-winter bird populations across the Americas.
Simply put, the Christmas Bird Count, or “CBC”, is citizen
science in action.
History
Prior to the turn of the century, people engaged in a holiday
tradition known as the Christmas “Side Hunt”: They would
10
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choose sides and go aﬁeld with their guns; whoever brought
in the biggest pile of feathered (and furred) quarry won.
Conservation was in its beginning stages around the turn of the
20th century, and many observers and scientists were becoming
concerned about declining bird populations. Beginning on
Christmas Day 1900, ornithologist Frank Chapman, an early
ofﬁcer in the then-budding Audubon Society, proposed a new
holiday tradition - a “Christmas Bird Census”- that would
count birds rather than hunt them. So began the Christmas Bird
Count. Thanks to the inspiration of Frank M. Chapman and
the enthusiasm of twenty-seven dedicated birders, twenty-ﬁve
Christmas Bird Counts were held that day. The locations ranged
from Toronto, Ontario to Paciﬁc Grove, California with most
counts in or near the population centers of northeastern North
America. Those original 27 Christmas Bird Counters tallied a
total of 90 species on all the counts combined.

TRAVIS AUDUBON SOCIETY

Austin Area CBC Map

Map Credits:
Austin - Shawn Ashbaugh
Granger - Scott Young

TRAVIS AUDUBON SOCIETY

As of press time, we knew of the following
Christmas Bird Counts across Texas. For an
updated list, visit Texas Ornithological Society’s
web site, www.texasbirds.org.
•

Abilene, December 30, 2005,
Laura Packer, lgpacker@cox.net

•

Austin, December 16, 2006,
Scott Young, birding-biker@austin.rr.com

•

Balcones Canyonlands, January 2, 2007,
John Kelly, jkellyaudubon@hotmail.com

•

Bell County, December 16, 2006,
Rich Kostecke, rkost73@yahoo.com

•

Brownsville, December 15, 2006,
Steve Labuda, slabudajr@yahoo.com

•

Coastal Tip of Texas, December 16, 2006,
Leo Gustafson, leo_gustafson@fws.gov

•

Corpus Christi, December 16, 2006,
Gene Blacklock, 361-855-6247

•

Cypress Creek (Katy Prairie), January 1, 2007,
Fred Collins, fred_collins@hctx.net

•

El Cielo/Gomez Farias, December 30, 2006,
Stennie Meadours, stenmead@aol.com

•

Fort Worth, December 16, 2006,
Daniel Floyd, df_birder@yahoo.com

•

Granger Lake, December 30, 2006,
Scott Young, birding-biker@austin.rr.com

•

Houston CBC, December 16, 2006,
David Sarkozi david@sarkozi.net

•

Laredo, December 29, 2006,
Susan Foster, pfoster1@stx.rrcom

•

New Braunfels, December 29, 2006,
David Sarkozi, david@sarkozi.net

•

San Bernard NWR, December 15, 2006,
Ron Weeks, empidonax@sbcglobal.net

•

West Cave Preserve, January 1, 2007,
Dan Callaway, dandscallaway@juno.com
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TAS Events - Dec 2006
Saturday, December 2
8 am to Noon

Bird Walk At Tejas Campground

Saturday, December 9
7:00 am & 4 pm

Monthly Bird Count at Hornsby Bend

Wednesday, December 13
7:00 pm

Saturday, December 16

A rarely visited, publicly accessible trail along the San Gabriel River, west of
Lake Georgetown. Many winter visitors including Fox Sparrow and American
Woodcock are often found here. Contact Stan Van Sandt for directions or more
info at empidider@yahoo.com, or 707-7438. Co-leaders needed.

Contact Kevin Anderson (972-1960) for more information. Sponsored monthly
by the Hornsby Bend Bird Observatory.

Latin America Committee hosts film
Join the TAS Latin America Committee when it co-hosts a showing of
the documentary “Birdsong & Coffee - A Wake Up Call” on Wednesday,
December 13th, at 7:00 pm at Cafe Caffeine, located at 909 W. Mary St. (4479473). The documentary deals with both the issues of shade-grown (“bird
friendly”) coffee and with “fair trade” coffee. Our co-host for the evening will
be Austinite Eliot Hines, whose Costa Rican ﬁnca is near the area where the ﬁlm
was shot, and Eliot is a member of the coffee co-op that is featured in the ﬁlm.
See you there!

Austin CBC
Details available on pages 10 and 11 of this issue.

Wednesday, December 20
12 noon to 1 pm

Saturday, December 30

Lunchtime at Central Park Pond
Excellent for complete ﬁrst-timers, beginning birders and kids! Lunchtime
birding at Central Park, led by Travis Audubon’s Executive Director. Bring your
binox and we’ll see what turns up at the Park’s pond and grounds. We may see
a few species or many. (We’ve seen a variety including Green Heron, a Yellowcrowned Night Heron, Wood Ducks, and others.) The weather and time of year
play a big role in what we’ll see. If you live or work in the neighborhood, walk
over to meet us at the NW corner of 38th and Guadalupe (at the entrance to
the Park). If driving, you could park at Central Market and walk to that corner.
Dress for the weather, including hat and sunscreen. We’ll walk the ﬂat, ﬁnely
crushed gravel trail at a leisurely pace. Wheelchair accessible. Please e-mail
valerie(at)travisaudubon.org to sign up.

Granger CBC
Details available on pages 10 and 11 of this issue.

About TAS Field Trips All TAS ﬁeld trips are open to members and nonmembers and to experienced and inexperienced birders. Wear appropriate clothing
and walking shoes, and bring binoculars and water. Unless otherwise noted, ﬁeld trips are free. Carpoolers should expect to pay a share of the gasoline expense.
For complete, up-to-date information on ﬁeld trips, including cancellations due to weather or other circumstances, please check the TAS website at www.travisaudubon.org. Because of the publication schedule of the newsletter, things can change. If you do not have Internet access, please contact the person(s) listed with
the event description.

About Hornsby Bend Maps and other information about the Hornsby Bend facility may be found on the Hornsby Bend website at www.hornsbybend.org

12
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TAS Events - Jan 2007
Monday, Jan. 1

The Westcave Preserve Christmas Bird Count
Contacts for information are Dan Callaway at (512) 251-3501 or dandscallaway@juno.com and
John Ahrns at (830) 825-3442.

Tuesday, Jan. 2

The Balcones Canyonlands Christmas Bird Count
Contact information is John Kelly, 331-8693, jkellyaudubon@hotmail.com.

Saturday, January 6
7:30 to 11:30 am or longer

Bird Walk at Commons Ford Park
The park has one of the most extensive bird lists in Travis Co. with at least 150 species. Interesting winter visitors include Merlin, Ringed Kingﬁsher, Brown Creeper, Common Raven, Purple
Finch, and Le Conte’s, Fox, and Swamp Sparrow. The gate will be open at 7:00 so early-birds
can try to ﬁnd an owl. Limited to 12 participants; registration required. Contact Ed Fair at 512560-1943 to register and get directions.

Saturday, January 13
7 am & 4 pm

Monthly Bird Count at Hornsby Bend

Saturday, January 20
7:30 am to Noon

Monthly Bird Walk at Hornsby Bend

Sunday, January 21
7:30 am to 2:00 pm

Wednesday, January 24
12 noon to 1 pm
Saturday and Sunday
January 27 and 28

Contact Kevin Anderson (972-1960) for more information. Sponsored monthly by the Hornsby
Bend Bird Observatory.

Contact Richard Kaskan ( kaskan@ieee.org, 748-8660) for more information.

Granger Lake (Williamson County) Field Trip
Registration required, maximum is 15. Tim Fennell and Byron Stone will be leading this ﬁeld
trip, and they’ll explore a variety of habitats searching for waterfowl, shorebirds, Mountain
Plovers, longspurs, woodland birds, and sparrows. Please keep in mind that seeing Mountain
Plovers or longspurs is not guaranteed, and may only consist of ﬂyovers or scope views, but
we’ll hope for the best. Dress in layers, bring snack/lunch/water and $5/vehicle entry fee for
Willis Creek Park, plan on carpooling once you arrive in order to reduce the number of vehicles in the caravan, and bring a two-way radio if you have one. Contact Kathy McCormack
(VEFL21@yahoo.com, (c) 698-9880) to register or for more information.
Saturday and Sunday, January 27 and 28.

Lunchtime at Central Park Pond
See December listing for details.

Weekend field trip to the Lower Rio Grande Valley
For those who haven’t been able to take off for our longer LRGV trips, here’s one where we
try to hit the high spots in one weekend. Santa Ana NWR, Bentsen State Park and Westlaco
on Saturday, then Sabal Palms and Laguna Atascosa on Sunday is one do-able (barely) scenario, but we may modify it to chase rarities. Contact Stan Van Sandt at 512-707-7438 or
empidider@yahoo.com to register or for more information. Optional extensions led by Gary
Waggerman may be available: if interested contact Gary at waggerman@sbcglobal.net.

TRAVIS AUDUBON SOCIETY NATURE BOOK CLUB
e invite you to join the Travis Audubon Society Nature Book Club, which is usually held the 4th Thursday of every
month at 7:00 pm at BookPeople (6th and Lamar, thank you BookPeople!). The group is informal and fun, and you
can choose to go to all the meetings and discuss all the books, or you can pick and choose the meetings featuring
books you would like to discuss. You do not have to have read the book to attend. In December we’re reading:

W

Thursday, December 21 - Reason for Hope: A Spiritual Journey by Jane Goodall and Philip Berman

This selection is tentative! Before you commit to reading a book for a particular month, you may want to call Terry Banks at
451-6302 or e-mail tessiembanks@msn.com to ﬁnd out if the book is still current.
TRAVIS AUDUBON SOCIETY
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Education Committee News - Classes
Waterfowl Identiﬁcation Class
Begin the new year by learning how to distinguish those
ducks! In January, Jean Martin will again teach the
Waterfowl Identiﬁcation Class. Jean also teaches the
Beginning Birding Class, and has many years’ experience
birding. This course will focus on ducks and other
waterfowl found in Texas, especially during the winter
months. It is well suited for birders who have completed
the Beginning Birding Class or for those who have
ignored ducks because “all those females look alike.”
Lectures will be from 8 to 10 am on Saturdays, January
20 and 27, in the Center for Environmental Research
auditorium, at Hornsby Bend. Field trips will follow
classes and will last until about 2 pm; locations will be
announced at class time. Participation in ﬁeld trips is
considered part of the class. Plan to bring a lunch to both
classes. Tuition is $30 for TAS members and $40 for
nonmembers. The class will be limited to 14 participants.
To register, e-mail waterfowlclass(at)austin.rr.com, or call
Jean Martin at 343-7053.

President’s column, continued from page 2
mailbox. Thank you! For those who haven’t responded
yet, there’s still time.
•

Support Travis Audubon with your time and energy.
There are many meaningful ways to contribute. Some of
your options include joining a committee, participating
in a Christmas Bird Count (or two), leading a ﬁeld trip,
and/or encouraging your birding friends to join TAS as a
Chapter member.

running your dishwasher only with a full load; washing
your clothes in warm or cold water, not hot; turning down
your water heater thermostat; cleaning or replacing air
ﬁlters as recommended; buying energy-efﬁcient compact
ﬂuorescent bulbs; installing low-ﬂow shower heads;
whenever possible, walk, bike, carpool, or use mass transit;
reducing waste by buying minimally packaged goods,
choosing reusable products over disposable ones; and,
recycling your recyclable material.

•

Give the gift of birding to a friend or family member by
taking them birding. You could possibly change their life
forever.

These are just a few ideas for how we can help the birds that we
love. I’m sure you have some ideas of your own. 2007 is a good
year to implement a few more of them!

•

Use your vote to protect birds and their habitats, and let
your representatives know that protection of our natural
environment is important to you.

•

Decrease your ecological footprint. World Wildlife Fund’s
Living Planet Report 2006 predicts that at our current
rate of consumption, we’ll need another whole planet by
2050 to sustain our way of life. Environmental Defense
suggests some ways to lower your impact. They include

We don’t have a membership meeting in December. Instead, we
have a holiday gala which promises to be as much fun as last
year’s, with a few surprises in store. Join us at Zilker Clubhouse
(see p. 6) for a great time socializing with old birding friends,
making new birding friends, telling tall birding tales, and
raising money for Travis Audubon at our silent auction. I look
forward to seeing you there. Happy holidays!

14
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Shelia Hargis
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Where There’s a Will
Where there’s a last will and testament that includes a
bequest for Travis Audubon Society, there’s a way to support
birding and conservation in Central Texas for the future. A
planned charitable gift to Travis Audubon Society through
your will or life insurance policy is an ideal way to support
an important cause that you care about, and can also generate
a ﬁnancial beneﬁt for your estate or your heirs. Travis
Audubon, founded in 1952, is a solid organization with an
important role in protecting wildlife and habitat in Central
Texas. To learn more about designating Travis Audubon
Society in your will or life insurance policy, please contact
Executive Director Valerie Staats at 512-300-BIRD (2473)
or valerie@travisaudubon.org.

Business Members
Travis Audubon is delighted to recognize
its new Business Members:
Capital Printing Co.
Mundy & Singley, LLP
To learn about the beneﬁts of supporting
Travis Audubon as a Business Member,
please go to www.travisaudubon.org and
click on Business Members, or contact
Valerie Staats at 512.300.BIRD (2473).

Life Membership in
Travis Audubon
Did you know that for $1,000, you can become a Life
Member in Travis Audubon Society? We like life
memberships because they minimize the paperwork and
bookkeeping for our small ofﬁce. But life membership
beneﬁts you as well – you secure perpetual membership
in Travis Audubon Society in today’s dollars, and you
can write off the $1,000 as a charitable contribution
on your income tax return. Not only that, but since
we don’t send you annual renewal reminders, your
environmentally sound Life Membership saves paper,
envelopes, toner, and postage.
From time to time, we offer special opportunities or
“perks” for our Life Members, such as a special coupon
for Wild Birds Unlimited that we recently mailed to
Life Members, or a special event with a birding expert.
To become a Life Member, simply use the form on
the back page of Signal Smoke or go to our on-line
Membership page at www.travisaudubon.org (click
on Membership). Our goal is to have at least 100 Life
Members – will you be one of them?

2007 Audubon Calendars
The gorgeous 2007 Audubon wall calendars feature
full-color bird photographs for each day – a great gift for
bird-lovers, teachers, and fans of ﬁne art. We sell them
at a discount to you, as a fund-raiser for our chapter. The
November 2006 page, for example, features the Chipping
Sparrow, Say’s Phoebe, Stellar’s Jay, and Red-breasted
Nuthatch – to name a few. You may purchase the wall
calendars at our membership meetings (3rd Thursdays),
at our Holiday Gala (December 14th), or by stopping in
the Travis Audubon ofﬁce (please call ﬁrst). Cost is just
$11 each, including sales tax (retail would be $14.02 with
local sales tax). Thank you for your support.

Ongoing TAS Meetings
Program Committee: meets on the 2nd Monday of each month, contact Marsha Reimer, 965-6714
TAS Board of Directors: meets on the 2nd Thursday of each month (except for December), contact: Shelia Hargis, 300-BIRD
Urban Habitat Development Group: meets on the 3rd Monday of each month, contact: Jane Tillman, 794-0058
Education Committee: meets on the 3rd Monday of each month, contact: Bill Reiner, 445-0565
Latin America Committee Meeting: meets most 3rd Wednesdays, contact Bob Warneke at warneke@austin.rr.com for details
TAS Regular Monthly Meeting: meets on the 3rd Thursday of each month except for June, July & August
Bird Records Committee: meets on the 4th Thursday of the month, contact: Ethel Kutac, 346-7659
TAS Nature Book Club Meeting: the 4th Thursday of the month at 7:00 pm at BookPeople, contact: tessiebanks@msn.com
TRAVIS AUDUBON SOCIETY
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Visit the TAS Web site:
www.travisaudubon.org

Travis Audubon Society

J

oin your local Audubon chapter, Travis Audubon Society,
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 the national
Audubon, please go to their Web site at www.audubon.org.)

Join Travis Audubon now and support
local birds, wildlife, and their habitats.
Travis Audubon Society chapter members receive eleven issues of this Signal Smoke newsletter, priority sign-ups on local
field trips, discounts on our educational classes, the opportunity to participate in our e-mail group and attend our wonderful
monthly lectures, and more!

To join Travis Audubon Society:
Make your check payable to Travis Audubon Society and
send it with this form to TAS Membership Secretary, P. O. Box
40787, Austin, TX 78704, or join on-line using any major
credit card by going to www.travisaudubon.org and clicking
on Membership.
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YES! I want to enjoy the benefits of Travis Audubon Society chapter membership. Enroll me as a member of Travis
Audubon Society. Enclosed is my check for:





$12
$25
$35
$75

 $100
 $250
 $1,000

Youth Membership (up to age 18)
Individual Membership
Family Membership
Painted Bunting Membership (bonus Travis
Audubon T-shirt)
Vireo Membership (bonus T-shirt and book)
Warbler Membership (bonus T-shirt, book, and
free workshop)
Lifetime Membership (bonus T-shirt, book,
free workshop, and listing in annual report)

T-shirt size (for premium memberships) __________________
 This is a gift membership from ________________________

Name _______________________________ Phone ________________
Address _____________________________________________________
City ____________________________ State _____ Zip _____________
Email ______________________________________________________

TRAVIS AUDUBON SOCIETY

