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TA Monthly Meetings
d

Thursday, Nov 19 7:00pm
TOS Alaska Trip
Speaker: Jim Hailey,
TOS Vice President
Different locations for each meeting.
Complete details on Page 8
Please note venue is subject to change
Doors open at 6:30 pm for social time
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Blair Woods Wetlands Restoration Project
Nancy Manning

O

ver the next year, funding from TogetherGreen
will allow us to host seven to ten work days for
the Blair Woods Project, much of which will
be devoted to restoring the biodiversity of the pond and
riparian corridor. (See TogetherGreen article on page 6.)
September 26th marked our kick off for this year’s Blair
Woods project. Joining us were members of ALD/PES UT
honor society, UT’s Women in Science club, Austin Youth
River Watch, several folks who saw the Austin American
Statesman article, a few of our Blair Woods neighbors,
and a rooster!
DRUM ROLL PLEASE…
Results:
42 Volunteers
200 volunteer hours
300 feet of trail mulched
2 garden benches installed
Invasive plants on one-half acre removed along the
riparian corridor
4 yards of invasive plants chipped
20 native plants transplanted
2 trails trimmed
90 native grass plugs planted
15 native woody plants planted
5 bags of trash collected.

photo credits this page: Harvey Ayers

The Austin American Statesman published two articles on the
Blair Woods Project. If you haven’t seen the articles and pictures
from the Austin American Statesman you can find them at:
www.statesman.com/search/content/news/stories/
local/2009/09/25/0925wildlife.html. Asher Price discovered a
wonderful quote by Dr. Blair so make sure you read this article.
And www.statesman.com/search/content/news/stories/
local/2009/09/27/0927blairwoods.html. If you are interested in helping with volunteer
management, please contact Nancy at 300-2473.

Mission Statement

Travis Audubon

Travis Audubon promotes the enjoyment, understanding, and conservation
of native birds and their habitats.

General Address
3710 Cedar Street, Box 5
Austin, TX. 78705

T

Phone numbers listed below without
an area code are local numbers in the
512 area.

ravis Audubon has worked hard over the last few years
to prepare to apply for grants, to manage grants, and to
adequately report on projects which are grant funded.
The good news is that Travis Audubon has begun to find positive
responses from grantors on a larger scale. The entire Blair Woods
restoration project is grant funded for expenses and powered by
many wonderful volunteers. The Youth Camp has received grant
support and Baker Sanctuary has a new computer and printer.
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Newsletter Deadline

The submissions deadline is the first day of the
month preceding the first month of publication
(for example, June 1 for the July/August issue).
Submit uncopyrighted articles, announcements,
and art to Tess Sherman, tsherman1@austin.
rr.com; or mail to 210 E. Walnut Dr., Austin,
TX 78753. Submissions by email or on a CD
are preferred but not required. Call Tess at 300BIRD if you have questions.
TRAVIS AUDUBON

Exclusive to Travis Audubon

W

e are very pleased to announce that Victor
Emanuel Nature Tours has offered to lead
birding trips exclusively for Travis Audubon
members, at rates substantially below what they
would normally charge for similar trips open to
the public, and including a generous donation to
TA as part of the package. The trips will be led by
professional VENT guides, the prices include all
expenses except airfare. If there is enough demand we
will offer two or more trips per year, visiting locations
such as Southeast Arizona, Minnesota and North
Dakota, and possibly as far afield as the Galapagos
Islands.
For the first joint VENT/TAS venture, we have
chosen a winter trip to the Puget Sound region of
Washington and British Columbia. The eight day trip
will fall between February 8 and 20 (exact dates to
be determined), and the cost will be $2,395 in double
occupancy. The trip will be led by Bob Sundstrom,
and a second VENT leader if necessary. There is a six
participant minimum for the trip to operate.

2009 Baker Sanctuary Goldencheeked Warbler Survey Results

T

AS members Cindy Sperry and Dawn Romaine
Houston have completed their report for the 2009
Golden-cheeked Warbler territory survey at Travis
Audubon’s Baker Sanctuary preserve. The survey
takes place annually within a 100-acre plot located
in the southern end of the preserve. An estimated 14
Golden-cheeked Warbler males established territories
within the 100-acre plot, while another four males
had territories bordering on the plot. This count is
similar to the 2008 count of 14 in-plot territories and
seven edge territories.
More information on the 2009 Golden-cheeked Warbler survey will be published in the January addition
of Signal Smoke.
Cindy Sperry

Many of the winter birds of this region – Marbled
Murrelet, Northwestern Crow, Chestnut-backed
Chickadee, Sky Lark, Black Oystercatcher, Rock
Sandpiper – have never been seen in Texas, and most
of the rest are great rarities here. Participants should
expect to see Harlequin Ducks, Barrow’s Goldeneye,
Tundra Swans, Golden-crowned Sparrows, Mew
Gulls and many more. There are usually some rarities
encountered, including Gyrfalcon, Yellow-billed
Loon, Tufted Duck, King Eider, Snowy and Great
Gray Owls, etc. The trip will include birding in the
Olympic Peninsula, ferry trips with good chances for
pelagic bird sightings, fairly mild winter weather for
such high latitudes, comfortable accommodations, and
good meals.
We think the price for this package will be hard to
beat, and the professionalism and expertise of VENT
– one of the oldest and most respected bird tour
companies in the U.S. – impossible to top. To register
for this event, or for more information, contact VENT
by phone at 328-5221, or e-mail info@ventbird.com.
When you contact VENT please refer to your Travis
Audubon membership.
TRAVIS AUDUBON
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NATURALIST’S

CALENDAR

by Bill Reiner

photo by Robert Baumgardner

M

ysteries of the forests are revealed as deciduous leaves
fall away in November and December. Fruits are now
conspicuous: a lingering walnut or pecan, a terminal cluster of
sumac berries, brilliant red holly berries or magenta-pink beautyberries.
A mockingbird’s nest, invisible in the summer – or at least overlooked
– stands out so clearly that we wonder how we could have missed it.
The open canopies also reveal some of our more unusual plants: Spanish
Moss, Ball Moss, and mistletoe.
All three of these plants grow on the branches of trees, but only
mistletoe actually takes anything from the tree. The “roots” – properly
called haustoria – of this parasitic plant actually penetrate and branch
within the host tree’s tissue. The mistletoe plant can then siphon
nutrients from its host for its own needs. Some deformation of the limb
where the mistletoe attaches is not uncommon, and a heavy infestation
may kill a tree, though this is rare. If the host dies, so does the mistletoe.
(Ball Moss and Spanish Moss, on the other hand, may thrive on dead
snags for years.)
Only one species of mistletoe grows in central Texas, Phoradendron
tomentosum, sometimes called Christmas Mistletoe or Injerto.
(Phoradendron translates to “tree thief,” a reference to its parasitic
habit.) Christmas Mistletoe is technically a “hemi-parasite” because,
containing chlorophyll, it can photosynthesize some of its own food. It
does rely upon the host for water, minerals, and some sugars. It grows
on the branches of many species of broad-leaved trees, but is especially
common on hackberries and mesquites. Once the leaves drop from
these trees in the autumn, the evergreen Christmas Mistletoe is easily
recognized as a clump of yellow-green stems and leathery, oblong,
opposite leaves remaining on an otherwise bare tree branch.
Other species of mistletoes, found in west Texas, require a specific host.
One species grows only on Ponderosa Pines, another on Pinyon Pines,
and a third on junipers. Mistletoe that grows on juniper apparently
provides some benefit to its host. More junipers sprout in stands where
mistletoe is present, probably because the birds drawn to the mistletoe
berries also eat and distribute the juniper fruits.
Christmas Mistletoe blooms during the winter, but you won’t likely
notice. The flowers are tiny and inconspicuously green. Nevertheless,
the Oklahoma legislature selected the plant as the state “floral emblem.”
(The state flower, as of 2004, is now the Oklahoma Rose; Indian Blanket
is the state wildflower. It’s all pretty confusing, but you can read about it
here: www.netstate.com/states/symb/flowers/ok_mistletoe.htm.)
When mistletoe is used in graphic design – in Oklahoma or elsewhere
–the berries are almost always shown. (Since the plant is dioecious, that
means only the “female” plants are being depicted.) Unlike the flowers,
the translucent white berries are quite showy. And people aren’t the only
ones who notice.
A wide variety of birds partake of mistletoe berries. Bluebirds and
waxwings are especially fond of them. Hermit Thrushes, American
Robins, crows, and ravens also eat them. In the desert southwest,
the nesting behavior of Phainopeplas is largely determined by the
abundance of mistletoe berries available for food. In Europe, the Mistle
Thrush is named for its fondness for mistletoe fruits. Though the plants
4
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are relatively inaccessible to most mammals, mistletoe berries are
common in the diets of the tree-climbing Ringtails. For humans,
however, the berries are quite toxic; eating them can lead to digestive
trauma and even heart failure. (Parents of small children, beware!)
Attracting berry-eating animals, especially birds, is essential for
mistletoes to spread themselves around. The seeds are coated with a
sticky substance called viscin, so that they will often stick to the bill
or feet of a bird feasting on the berries. The bird may then carry the
seeds to another perch, wipe its bill or feet on the branch, and, voila! A
new plant can grow.
Seeds ingested by the bird pass unharmed through the digestive tract,
so plants can also sprout from the bird’s droppings. Dictionaries
attribute the name “mistletoe” to the Germanic “mistle” for dung and
“tan” for twig, perhaps meaning a twig that grows from dung. This is
a good allusion to how mistletoe sprouts from bird droppings.
Mistletoe viscin is so sticky that it has been used as “birdlime,” a
substance spread on twigs to trap small birds. The practice is illegal in
many countries where it had been used for generations. How long had
it been going on? Well, our word “viscous” comes from the old Latin
word viscum, meaning birdlime made from mistletoe.
At this time of year, of course, mistletoe is famous as a holiday
ornament in English-speaking countries. It is often used as a symbol
of Christmas, though the origins of that symbolism are decidedly
pagan. (There is, however, a Christian myth that the cross upon which
Jesus was crucified was made of mistletoe. The tree was thereafter
cursed to be a parasite, and never again grow from the earth.)
The legends – including the custom of kissing beneath a sprig of
mistletoe – come from Norse, Greek, and Celtic mythology, but the
trail from myth to custom is murky. The stories can often be traced
to the seemingly mystical properties of European Mistletoe, Viscum
album. Like our species, it grows without soil, stays green yearround (even when the host plant is not), and blooms and produces
fruit at that darkest time of year, the winter solstice. This all suggests
immortality, even sacredness. The viscous white juice of the berries,
and the dichotomous branching pattern of the European Mistletoe also
hint at sexuality, which may have led to the plant’s use in fertility rites
– and could certainly have lent impetus to the kissing custom.
Regardless whether it has any aphrodisiac or divine qualities,
Christmas Mistletoe is a fascinating member of our local flora whose
white berries bring some “light” to our festivities during the long
nights of the winter solstice, not to mention food to our wildlife. In
the next issue, we’ll look at the other two widespread plants of central
Texas that grow without soil.
To read more about the traditions associated with mistletoes, try the
following websites: www.mistletoe.org.uk/home/index2.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mistletoe
Other sources for this article included Shinners & Mahler’s Illustrated
Flora of North Central Texas, and American Wildlife & Plants by
Alexander C. Martin, Herbert S. Zim, and Arnold L. Nelson.

TRAVIS AUDUBON

THE

DAN CALLAWAY

Dan Callaway,
photo by Robert Baumgardner

REPORT

Birding to East Travis County - 9/16/09
Participants: Terry Banks, Homer Cunningham, Catfish Kelly, and
Dan Callaway
Target bird: Red-necked Phalarope

W

e met at Walnut Creek WWTP pond to view 26 Blackbellied Whistling Ducks, a Great Blue, a Green and a Little
Blue Heron, a Great and a Snowy Egret, and a half dozen Chimney
Swifts. At Hornsby Bend we were joined by the Sun City birding
group led by Ed Rozenburg and Karen McBride. Our target bird
greeted us early near the east end of Pond One East. It was hanging
out with two Wilson’s Phalarope. The bills and facial pattern
differences showed up quite well in the scopes. Other waterfowl
here were three Least Grebes, scores of Blue-winged Teal and
a few Northern Shovelers. Six Spotted Sandpipers shared the
breakwater device with softshell turtles. Although recent rains have
flooded the mudflats of Pond One West, it put a nice layer of water
in the concrete drying bins on the north side where we identified a
Stilt Sandpiper, a Lesser Yellowlegs, several Killdeer, and hoards
of Least Sandpipers.
Seven White-faced and one immature White Ibis, along with
several Snowy Egrets and an immature Little Blue Heron fed their

Survey Results - October 2009

Location: Webberville - Big Webberville Park
Observation date: 10/3/09

W

e got rained on. It
was just kind of
sprinkly at some times
through the trip. I don’t
think we got as much as
last month but it was rain.
After the brutality of the
summer any rain is appreciated.

photo credit: Claude Morris

As for the survey we got an interesting mix of winter arrivals and summer holding-ons. For winter arrivals we found
several Osprey, Pied-billed Grebe, Sharp-shined Hawk and a
Bald Eagle. A few of the summer holding-ons include Whiteeyed Vireo, and Green Heron. The Scissor-tailed Flycatchers
are beginning to stage and we found one bunch of about 20+
individuals.
Leading the list of 45 species are the Bald Eagle, Osprey,
Barred Owl, Pileated Woodpecker. Kudos today goes to Pam
Hohman, Linda Presto, Suzette Ermler, Chris Masey and
John Barr. All in all it was a very pleasant day.
TRAVIS AUDUBON

way among the grassy marsh of the west end. Barn, Cliff and
Cave Swallows swarmed overhead devouring flying insects. The
river bottom below the kiosk revealed Red-bellied and Downy
Woodpecker, Northern Cardinals, White-eyed Vireo, and two
Yellow-billed Cuckoos, one being a juvenile. A Pied-billed Grebe
was spotted on the river and Monk Parakeets were active in their
tower nests across the river.
At East Travis County Metro Park we added Crested Caracara,
Carolina Chickadee, Carolina Wren, Eastern Bluebird, Bluegray Gnatcatcher, Inca and Eurasian Collared-Dove, and
hybrid titmice. Other notables for the day were Red-tailed and
Red-shouldered Hawk, Blue Jay, American Crow, Northern
Mockingbird, Mourning Dove, Scissor-tailed Flycatcher, Eastern
Phoebe, House Finch, Red-winged Blackbird, Yellow Warbler,
and Belted Kingfisher.
Total species: 59
Best birds: Phalaropes, Stilt Sandpiper, and Yellow Warblers
Dominant species: Least Sandpipers and Great-tailed Grackles

Number of species: 42
Black-bellied Whistling-Duck 2
Wood Duck 4
Pied-billed Grebe 1
Double-crested Cormorant 3
Anhinga 2
Great Blue Heron 6
Great Egret 4
Green Heron 1
Black Vulture 1
Turkey Vulture 2
Osprey 2
Bald Eagle 1
Sharp-shinned Hawk 1
Red-shouldered Hawk 3
Crested Caracara 2
American Coot 1
Killdeer 18
Spotted Sandpiper 9
Greater Yellowlegs 2
White-winged Dove 24
Mourning Dove 2
Barred Owl 1
Chimney Swift 2

hummingbird sp. 2
Belted Kingfisher 1
Red-bellied Woodpecker 11
Downy Woodpecker 1
Pileated Woodpecker 1
Eastern Phoebe 2
Eastern Kingbird 1
Scissor-tailed Flycatcher 44
White-eyed Vireo 1
Blue Jay 8
American Crow 6
swallow sp. 33
Carolina Chickadee 16
Tufted x Black-crested Titmouse (hybrid) 14
Carolina Wren 26
Blue-gray Gnatcatcher 4
Eastern Bluebird 6
Northern Mockingbird 2
Common Yellowthroat 2
Northern Cardinal 48
Red-winged Blackbird 22
Common Grackle 3
Claude Morris
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Volunteer of the Month
Jorjanna Price, Volunteer of the month.
Jorjanna is an “All-Star” on our outreach committee who has
not only served on the committee, but
helped with the press releases for Blair
Woods which garnered us two articles in
the Statesman. She is a miracle worker
with words!
Q: How long have you been a member
of TAS and what (if any) committees
are you active in? I joined Travis
Audubon a couple of years ago and have
served on the Outreach Committee the
last six months.
Q: How and why did you get into
Jorjanna with her mother,
birding?
The Statesman had a notice
Margaret Price
about
a
lecture
at REI on bird migration
Photo credit: Glenn N. Lewis

TRAVIS AUDUBON RECEIVES
GRANTS AND TRAINING
Blair Woods Wetlands Restoration Project

T

ravis Audubon has received an Innovation grant for Blair
Woods Sanctuary from TogetherGreen, the organization
formed as a result of a grant from Toyota to National
Audubon. The target of the Blair Woods Wetlands Restoration
project is a 500-foot long riparian and pond habitat located on a
tributary of Fort Branch Creek, which drains into Boggy Creek
and then into the Colorado River at the top of Dog’s Head Bend. A
quarter-acre pond was created many years ago along this tributary
by Dr. Blair. Over the years, non-native invasive species have
encroached and overtaken the area surrounding the pond and
the creek, most likely due to urban runoff from upstream. The
target area will be restored to its original biodiversity of riparian
vegetation, which will create a healthy faunal habitat, and will
filter pollution and trap sediments, ensuring better water quality
for the site and downstream locations.
The educational objectives of the grant include
(1) developing contacts with local schools, churches, community
groups that will want to adopt the Blair Woods Wetlands Project.
(2) developing curriculum specific to this project to teach students,
teachers and the neighborhood about the value of wetlands,
habitat restoration and invasive species management to birds,
other wildlife and to humans.
(3) organizing and guiding school and volunteer groups for work
days during habitat restoration process.
(4) creating curriculum that involves students and volunteer
groups with data collection for baseline data, observations before,
during and after project
installation.
(5) Drafting a management
manual will be drafted by the
end of the project for use by
future participants.

6
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patterns. I wandered in and found the Audubon members to be
incredibly knowledgeable about the topic.
Q: What is your favorite birding/TAS event and why? Two years
ago a friend invited me to the Chaetura Canyon Bird Sanctuary in
western Travis County. What an amazing evening, watching the
chimney swifts come home to roost and enjoying a home-cooked
meal by Georgean and Paul Kyle. I recommend it to anyone looking
for a unique experience.
Q: What else should we know about you? (other organizations,
what you do, your hobbies – inquiring minds want to know!)
I’m now a freelance writer after retiring from state government.
For the last decade, I was a writer/editor at the Texas Commission
on Environmental Quality. Before all that, I was a reporter for the
Houston Post, covering breaking news in Houston and then the
Legislature and state politics in Austin. My favorite newspaper
assignment was covering police corruption trials in Houston. All
sorts of scandals came to light.
As an unexpected benefit of receiving a TogetherGreen Innovation
grant I was sent to a four-day training at the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
National Conservation Training Center in West Virginia in
September. Until I met the project leaders of the other 42 projects
funded by TogetherGreen, I didn’t appreciate the full impact of
Toyota’s grant of $20 million to National Audubon. Meeting the
passionate folks heading up these projects infused all of us with a
sense of hope for the future of conservation in the U.S.
The Audubon projects are ambitious and innovative, will involve a
more diverse audience in conservation throughout the country, and
will bring in 117 partner organizations to these conservation efforts.
The list of partner organizations is impressive. Examples include
Indian tribes, counties, cities, The Nature Conservancy, universities
and schools, research labs, conservancy districts, Bureau of Land
Management, U.S. Fish and Wildlife, Deaf and Hard of Hearing
Interpreting Services, neighborhood councils, Idaho Fish and Game,
National Wildlife Federation, departments of transportation, soil and
water conservation districts, and the list goes on and on. There was
a strong sense that the impact of these projects within the Audubon
network, the partner organizations, for the on-the ground volunteers,
and for conservation in the US, will be more far reaching than any
conservation program, thus far.
TRAVIS AUDUBON THANKS THE DELL FOUNDATION
The Dell Foundation recently provided a grant to Travis Audubon
for $2,100 to support our annual Youth Birding Camp. We are
pleased to be able to continue offering this great programming for
local children, thanks to Dell.
TRAVIS AUDUBON THANKS
THE PETERSON CHARITABLE LEAD TRUST
Travis Audubon has received another grant from the Peterson
Charitable Lead Trust for $6000 for Audubon Adventure Kits and
for the support of Chaetura Canyon. We are so grateful. For those of
you who may not know, Anne Donovan and her sister Claire Caudill
are the donors of Peterson fame! A round of applause, please!
Nancy Manning
TRAVIS AUDUBON

So many ways to help Travis Audubon...
Business Members
Travis Audubon is delighted to
recognize its Business Members:
Capital Printing Co.
Powell, Ebert & Smolik, PC
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 Travis Audubon at
512.300.BIRD (2473).

Our Donors

We thank these persons and groups who generously made recent contributions to Travis Audubon (as of press time):

W

e gratefully acknowledge the
following foundations for their
generous grants: The Peterson Foundation
grant supporting Chaetura Canyon &
Audubon Adventure kits; Dell Foundation
grant in support of Youth Birding Camp;
and Together Green for the Blair Woods
project grant. We extend our deepest thanks
to all our Donors. Your support is critical
to the ongoing conservation and education
efforts of TAS.

Annual Appeal

Sam & Maydelle Fason

Unrestricted

Michelle Cutrer & Richard Whittington
David & Virginia Fischer
Cathy Gattuso
Debi Krakar
Ethel M. Kutac
Kristy Ozmun
Janice Summer
Lela Jane Tinstman

Jacque Sue Austin
Mary Elizabeth Booth
Dennis Brown
Dale Jaroszewski
Diane & Brian Jones
Cheryl McGrath & Robert Miller
Lynn & Mary Moak
Stephen Arion Monti & Susan Mynarcik
Betsy Ross

Barbara Anderson
Carol Bennett
Michelle Cutrer & Richard Whittington
Craig Damuth
Shannon Davies
Bill & Ann Edwards
Shirley Lavergne & David Lavergne
Kay Little
C. Patrick Oles
Nancy & Tony Podio
Pat and Caroline Powers
Jan Summer
Nancy Webber
Jo Wilson
James Winn
Pat Yingst

Warbler

Flock of 100

Joanna Hitchcock
Rob Klausmeier & Carol Delatorre
Aniket Murarka & Richa Bansal
Diana Seidel & Jim Thatcher
Daesene Willmann

Vireo

Sam & Maydelle Fason
Valarie Bristol

Timothy Stuart

Memorial Gift in Honor of Ed Kutac

Robin Doughty
Kirsti Harms

Lela Jane Tinstman

TRAVIS AUDUBON

Chaetura Canyon

Painted Bunting

Hornsby Bend
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Monthly Meeting Information
Travis Audubon Regular Monthly Meeting - 7:00 pm

(doors open at 6:30 pm for social time, 7:00 pm for announcements, speaker at 7:30 pm)
Please note that this locaton is subject to change. Notification will be made via the webpage and email blasts.
Parking available in the adjacent lots. Refreshments provided. No monthly meetings during June, July, or August.

November 19, 2009
Location: The Redbud Center, 3601 Lake
Austin Blvd. Austin, TX
Guest Speaker: Jim Hailey, TOS Vice President
Topic: TOS Alaska Trip

This talk will feature photos taken during trips Jim lead to
Alaska each year for the Texas Ornithological Society (TOS).
Jim has been leading these trip for the past five years. His
presentation will focus on birds and include shots of animals
and the beautiful scenery there. Jim will also present a short
portion focusing on the TOS and what it does. He will discuss
membership in TOS for those who would like to join.
Jim is a retired business man. His last position was as CEO for
a company with 100 + employees and 5 locations. He has also
been an adjunct Professor at TAMU–Kingsville (TAMUK)
for the past 10 years and has 25 years of teaching history
experience. Jim received his MS from Texas A & I University
and an ABD from Texas A&M University in History–his field
is Texas History. As for birding Jim has been President of
the Monte Mucho Audubon Society for the past seven years,
served a three-year term on the board of Texas Audubon and is

currently Vice President of the TOS and Field Trip Director. He
has been an active (actually, fanatical) birder since 1990. He is
married to Ermine (a half-day birder) and recently moved from
their ranch in South Texas to Georgetown were they reside now.
He is currently enrolled in the Texas Master Naturalist program
in College Station and on the steering committee to form a TMN
chapter in Williamson County. He continues to teach internet
courses for TAMUK. His hobbies are birding, hiking, nature
photography, and travel.

HOLIDAY PARTY

This year we hope you enjoyed the amazing
Hornsby Bend 50th Anniversary event and did
your early Christmas shopping at Hornsby! We
are not holding a holiday party this year but
please watch Signal Smoke for special events in 2010.
The Board of Directors and the staff of Travis Audubon
wish you a very happy holiday. Make sure you count
those birds for Christmas. After all, they aren’t going to
count themselves!!

Help Project FeederWatch
Track Backyard Birds
Bird watchers needed to help scientists discover changes
in bird populations
There was a massive southern movement of Pine Siskins during
the 2008-09 season. Read more.
Ithaca, NY—What happens in the backyard should not stay in
the backyard—at least when it comes to bird feeders. By sharing information about which birds visit their feeders between
November and April, backyard bird watchers can help scientists
track changes in bird numbers and movements from year to year,
through Project FeederWatch, a citizen-science program from
the Cornell Lab of Ornithology and Bird Studies Canada.
Project FeederWatch begins on November 14 and runs through
early April. Taking part is easy. Anyone can count the numbers
and kinds of birds at their feeders and enter their information on
the FeederWatch website. Participants submitted nearly 117,000
checklists last season. Since 1987, more than 40,000 people from
the United States and Canada have taken part in the project.
8
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“To get the most complete picture of bird movements, we always
need new sets of eyes to tell us what species are showing up at
backyard feeders,” says David Bonter, leader of Project FeederWatch. “Participants always tell us how much fun it is and
how good it feels to contribute to our understanding of birds by
submitting their sightings.”
Project FeederWatch is for people of all ages and skill levels.
To learn more and to sign up, visit www.feederwatch.org or
call the Cornell Lab toll-free at (866) 982-2473. In return for the
$15 fee ($12 for Cornell Lab members) participants receive the
FeederWatcher’s Handbook, an identification poster of the most
common feeder birds, a calendar, complete instructions, and Winter Bird Highlights, an annual summary of FeederWatch findings.
Participant Nancy Corr of Harrisburg, Oregon, sums up her Project FeederWatch experience: “Thanks for the wonderful opportunity to share our love of birding and to participate in something
meaningful!”

TRAVIS AUDUBON

Austin Christmas Bird Count
A Splendid Tradition in its 110th Year
DECORATING the tree, sending out New Year’s wishes,
counting birds? From December 14th, 2009 through January
5, 2010, tens of thousands of volunteers throughout the
Americas will take part in an adventure that has become a
family tradition among generations, the annual Christmas
Bird Count. Families and students, birders and scientists,
armed with binoculars, bird guides and checklists will go
out on an annual mission to count the birds in their area.

The Austin CBC
As part of the National Audubon Society’s 110th annual
Christmas Bird Count (CBC), the Austin CBC will be
conducted on the 19th of December 2009. Participants will
meet at a time and location determined by their section
leader to start the count, and will gather at the end of the
count for dinner and to tally the results. Like last year, this
year’s coordinators will be Shelia Hargis and Laurie Foss.
We are expanding our circle coverage this year by
contacting private landowners who are granting us access
to their property. We have already gone on one scouting trip
which has yielded us expanded coverage of the airport area.
If you have done an Austin CBC section in the past and
have been stopped by private land restrictions, contact us at
austincbc@gmail.com and we will arrange a scouting trip of
your section with you to gather info that could lead to more
coverage for your count section.
If you have participated in the past, or are interested in
joining us for the first time on this count, or if you would
like to come on your very first CBC, please send an email
to austincbc@gmail.com. If you consider yourself a
beginner or intermediate birder and think you’re not “good
enough” to participate, THINK AGAIN! Not only are
you better than you think, CBCs need all kinds of people
to participate. For one thing, the more eyes looking for
the birds, the more birds get counted. Good spotters are
definitely welcome! Plus, all teams need a recorder to write
down the sightings during the day. A good recorder is worth
their weight in warblers. Beginning birders will be placed in
a group, or field party, that includes at least one experienced
birdwatcher.
If your home
is within the
boundaries of
a CBC circle,
then you can
stay home and

report the birds that visit your feeder by sending your
sightings to the count coordinators. If you are interested in
participating, please contact austincbc@gmail.com.

Citizen Science
Each of the citizen scientists who annually braves snow,
wind, or rain, to take part in the Christmas Bird Count
makes an enormous contribution to conservation. The
National Audubon Society and other organizations use
data collected in this longest-running wildlife census to
assess the health of bird populations - and to help guide
conservation action.
The CBC began when 27 conservationists in 25 localities,
led by scientist and writer Frank Chapman, changed
the course of ornithological history. On Christmas Day
in 1900, the small group posed an alternative to the
“side hunt,” a Christmas day activity in which teams
competed to see who could shoot the most birds and small
mammals. Instead, Chapman proposed that they identify,
count, and record all the birds they saw, founding what is
now considered to be the world’s most significant citizenbased conservation effort - and a more than century-old
institution.
Last year, CBC data helped reveal population declines
among many beloved birds. Audubon’s Common Birds in
Decline analysis generated stunning headlines throughout
the US, and focused new attention on habitat loss, climate
change and other threats facing familiar birds - and offered
ways that people can help keep these common birds
common. CBC data are also instrumental to development
of the WatchList, a collaboration of Audubon and the
American Bird Conservancy that identifies less common
birds whose small and declining population sizes and
limited ranges put them at imminent threat of extinction.
New analysis of Christmas Bird Count data will focus on
how populations or ranges may be changing due to the
effects of global climate change. The proverbial “canaries
in the coal mine,” birds provide an early warning indicator
of the health of the global climate we all share.
For more information about The Christmas Bird Count
www.audubon.org/bird/cbc
For info on Common Birds in Decline
www.stateofthebirds.audubon.org/cbid/
For 2008 Austin CBC results and 2009 information, visit
AustinCBC.com and keep coming back for updates.
Laurie Foss and Shelia Hargis

TRAVIS AUDUBON
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Notes from Chaetura Canyon
August - September 2009

T

he vegetation suffered severely over the summer
months at Chaetura Canyon, just as it did all over
Central Texas. Perhaps the most distressing effect was
the desiccation of the oaks. Several large Red Oaks (Quercus
buckleyi) as well as many young Live Oaks (Quercus sinuata
var. breviloba) succumbed to the ongoing drought. By the first
of August, only 13.64 inches of rain had been recorded for the
year. No further precipitation fell until September 4th when
the high-pressure system that remained parked over the state
finally shifted. Over the next two weeks 6.12 inches of rain fell
on the parched canyon. The welcome precipitation combined
with the cooler temperatures reduced the stress on flora and
fauna alike. Subsequent rain showers throughout the month
gave rise to new leaves on understory plants such as deciduous
yaupon (Ilex decidua) that had completely defoliated weeks

before. Many forbs including zexmenia (Zexmenia hispida)
and wild petunia (ruellia humilis) flowered for the first time
of the year, much to the delight of the Lesser Goldfinches who
were seen flitting expectantly from plant to plant in search of
seeds yet to come.
The usually reliable Chimney Swift roost disbanded on
August 27. Only the parents and their offspring from the
South Observation tower attached to the residence remained
to grace the evening skies. The paucity of swifts could have
been a disappointment to this year’s participants of Dinner
with the Swifts, but everyone seemed so delighted with the
sound of rain falling on the covered deck that both nights were
resounding successes in spite of the absence of the guests of
honor. Our heartfelt thanks to everyone who attended this
event and to those who contributed to the annual fundraiser
even though they could not join us in person.
10
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Rain was still falling on Sunday morning after the final Dinner
with the Swifts, so we took our breakfast at the banquet table on
the deck. We were joined by an unexpected guest. A very damp
female House Finch flew in under the cover and perched on the
back of a chair across the table facing us. She remained throughout
our breakfast busily preening and drying her feathers. At one time
she flew out into the rain to one of the bird feeders to get some
breakfast of her own, but quickly returned to the same chair.
The last scheduled event for the year at Chaetura Canyon was
the Education Committee’s Nestbox Workshop. Like most of the
activities at the Sanctuary, it was a “full house”.
The primary beneficiaries of the workshop will be the avian cavity
nesters who discover new housing for the next breeding season.
Georgean and Paul Kyle, Sanctuary Stewards

Dinner is served! Photo credits: Paul Kyle

More worms = More birds
For A Natural lawn building approach
Call JR at 512-567-2024
Early birds get the free assessment!
www.soilsalive.com

TRAVIS AUDUBON

Baker Sanctuary News

A

nnually, most living organisms sigh with relief as the
Texas summer merges into fall. We always give thanks
for cooler weather. This year’s cyclic shift, however,
has bestowed a dual blessing. Early September rainfall broke
a terrible drought following a scorching summer with the
second highest number of 100+ degrees Fahrenheit readings in
recorded history. During September 8-13, the Baker rain gauge
accumulated just under six inches. I shut off the air conditioner
and left the backdoor open during daylight hours for the next ten
days.
When the rain accelerated heavily on the night of the tenth,
I was literally knocked out of bed at 3:15am by an explosive
concussion so close to the building that the thunder and lightning
coincided. At dawn, I could smell smoke drifting slightly on the
breeze. A thorough search nearby, however, failed to reveal the
strike’s ground zero.
For the next two days, rain fell almost continuously, fluctuating
from downpour to drizzle. On Saturday the twelfth, Terri
Siegenthaler wisely canceled the sanctuary committee’s landmanagement-assessment tour. No one complained. Trade a long
walk for rain? Sure!

oak behind the steward’s tool shed. Overnight, several fall
herbaceous plants sprouted and bloomed: snow-on-the-mountain
(Euphorbia marginata), with its white pseudo-petals and white
sap; widow’s tears (Commelina erecta), a succulent, blue-petaled
day flower; and two varieties of rain lilies, the white-petaled
Cooperia Drummondii and the smaller, but stunning copper lily
(Habranthus tubispathus or texanus), displaying a vivid orange
and red bloom.
Referring back to the elm’s color change, however, the leaves
of several huge sugar hackberries had faded severely to brown
by late August. Hopefully, it’s merely due to drought-induced
dormancy and not a terminal condition. Among the true
mortalities, however, at least a half-dozen trailside Spanish
or red oaks had collapsed entirely, another reason we need to
especially protect this species from deer browsing. Hopefully the
seedlings at the feet of the giants will survive into the next year.
The cycle progresses toward the slumber of winter…as
witnessed by our own young, a group of Boy Scouts here for
an evening interpretive hike the day before the heavens opened
with life-supporting moisture.

Mike Powers, Sanctuary Steward - Interim

At the height of the inundation, I began answering the phone with
“Baker Sanctuary and water park. May I help you?”
Doran Bradberry, with the protection of the Jackie Arnold
Education Center’s pavilion metal roof, pressed ahead with
his briefing for our seven leasing deer hunters. Valarie Bristol,
Jeff and Katherine Mundy, and I chimed in with historical and
naturalist comments…while runoff water filled the cistern. The
hunters will setup most of their blinds and feeders after the entire
property closes to visitors on October 24. Until January 31,
visitors will be allowed only when accompanied by the steward.
Signs of invasive feral hogs have been sighted twice since July.
Hopefully, our hunters will find these destructive creatures in
their gunsights. Just like the white-tailed deer, hog numbers must
be controlled to limit their impact on our vegetation, thus insuring
a healthy habitat for our birds and other wildlife.
Abundant ground water stimulated all kinds of activity. Most
notably, both Baker and Harris Springs began flowing copiously.
Numerous ant colonies were forced to the surface. Overnight
wildlife visitation declined at the artificial water feature behind
the steward’s residence. The temporarily quiet birds resumed
twittering, screeching, cawing, and hooting.
The vegetation responded dramatically. Drought-yellowed
American elm leaves greened up again. Straw-like grasses
sprouted fresh basal leaves. Mushrooms popped up from the
soil…and out from trees. A 16-inch wide, parasitic, goldcolored shelf (bracket) fungus gradually protruded from a live
TRAVIS AUDUBON
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TA Events - Nov 2009
Tuesday, Nov 3 Two Hour Tuesday! at Roy Guerrero Park (southeast Austin), led by Ingrid Huskey.
8:00 am to 10:00 am Turn north onto Grove Blvd. from E. Riverside Drive (third light past Pleasant Valley). Drive to the city park at end of road, park
in first lot on right. No registration required.

Saturday, Nov 7 Fall Bird Survey on “Acacia” with Anne Donovan
7 am to about 11 am Join Anne, Trent Miller and Jackie Davis as they survey fall migrants and year round residents on Acacia, Nancy Moore’s prop-

erty, located on the Pedernales River near Dripping Springs. Participants will meet at the “Y” in Oak Hill at 7:00 a.m. and carpool
from there. Please contact Anne Donovan at 512-472-3030 or e-mail Anne at ajdonovan@att.net to reserve your place or for
more information.

Tuesday, Nov 10 Two Hour Tuesday! at Pflugerville Lake, led by Dan Callaway.
8:00 am to 10:00 am Go north on 130 from Austin, right on Pflugerville Parkway (was Pfluger Ln), left on Weiss Ln and park at the north end of the
dam. From Pflugerville, go North on 685, right on Pflugerville Parkway, etc. No registration required.

Saturday, Nov 14 Monthly Bird Count at Hornsby Bend
7 am & 4 pm Sponsored monthly by the Hornsby Bend Bird Conservatory. Contact Eric Carpenter at ecarpe@gmail.com for more information.
Saturday, Nov 14 Beginners Bird Walk at Zilker Nature Center, led by Stan VanSandt
9 am and 10:30 am Non-beginners are welcome, but don’t expect to see too many rarities! Bring a spare pair of binoculars if you have them. Each of
the two walks will last an hour or less. In Zilker Park, turn onto Stratford Drive from Barton Springs Road - meet in the parking
lot under the Mopac bridge. No registration required.

Sunday, Nov 15 Birding the Benini Sculpture Ranch with Shelia Hargis and Laurie Foss
8:00 am to noon The Benini Sculpture Ranch in Johnson City will be host to a field trip unlike any you are likely to have been on in the past.
Originally established in Central Florida in 1978 as Benini’s studio, this fine arts project has evolved into a facility that includes
a 14,000 sq.ft. Studios Building with a fine arts library, exhibit galleries featuring 40 years of Benini’s paintings, and guest Italian
artists, as well as the Sculpture Ranch on the surrounding 140 acres. The term Sculpture Ranch was chosen to reflect the strong
environment of the Texas Hill Country. The Mediterranean-like setting provides a showcase for contemporary talent as national
and international artists are placing large-scale, contemporary sculpture on the grounds.
Benini and his wife Lorraine have managed their property for wildlife and it has a variety of habitats for us to explore. From
grasslands to wooded areas and several water-filled tanks, we expect a nice diversity of hill-country winter residents to keep us
busy. In the spring of 2008 during our first survey there, we were delighted with a Golden-cheeked Warbler in the front yard of the
Benini residence! You will have your choice of “Birding by Bike” with Shelia or on foot with Laurie. We will be keeping a complete list of the birds for the ranch, and there will be time to explore the gallery before we leave. Bring your lunch, plenty of water
and snacks, and your sense of adventure! If you will be on your bike, a helmet will be required. We will carpool from Oak Hill.
Limit 15 participants. Contact lauriefoss@gmail.com to register and for more information. Respect for the Artworks: Photography is permitted, however we are asked to not touch. lean on, sit on or climb on any of the artwork on display.

Tuesday, Nov 17 Two Hour Tuesday! at Onion Greek Greenbelt (SE Austin), led by Stan VanSandt
8:00 am to 10:00 am From Interstate 35 take William Cannon east to Pleasant Valley, turn right (south), then take the first left into park. Drive to end of
road and park near the playground. No registration required.

Saturday, Nov 21 Monthly Bird Walk at Hornsby Bend
7:30 am to 11:30 am Austin’s premier birding site, and there’s no better place to witness fall migration. Led this month by Stu Wilson and Shirley
LaVergne. No registration required - visit hornsbybend.org for information and maps.

Tuesday, Nov 24 Super Tuesday! Pedernales State Park, led by Terry Banks
7 am to early afternoon The excellent bird blind here usually provides great views of a variety of sparrows and other winter visitors, and there will be

time to sample some of the many trails in the park. Last winter we found a Sage Thrasher, and Hill Country specialties like Green
Kingfisher are always a possibility. Participants will meet at a central location and carpool, and bringing a sack lunch is recommended. Limited to 12 people. Contact Stan VanSandt at empidider@yahoo.com to register. Don’t forget this is Thanksgiving
week – this trip may fill up fast!

Saturday, Nov 28 Ecological Literacy Day at Hornsby Bend
9 am to 1 pm Every last Saturday of the month, for more information contact Kevin Anderson at 972-1960.

12
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TA Events - Dec 2009
Tuesday, Dec 1

Two Hour Tuesday! at Northeast Metro Park, led by Dan Callaway.

8 am to 10 am
Saturday, Dec 5

Field Trip to Tejas Campground. Led by Jeff Patterson.

Tuesday, Dec 8
7:30 am to
early afternoon

Super Tuesday! at Doeskin Ranch, Balcones Canyonlands NWR,
led by Deb and Lee Wallace.

Go north on 130 from Austin, left on Pecan St, and immediate left into the park. Park near the main
pavillion and rest rooms after turning right at the circle. From Pflugerville, go East on Pecan St, and
right into the park just prior to 130. No registration required.
Co-leader needed: contact empidider@yahoo.com to volunteer. Limited to 12 participants. Contact
Stan at empidider@yahoo.com to register.

Limited to 12 participants. Contact Stan at empidider@yahoo.com to register.

Saturday, Dec 12
7 am and 4 pm

Monthly Bird Count at Hornsby Bend

Saturday, Dec 12
8 am to midday

Beginners Bird Walk at Zilker Nature Center, led by Stan VanSandt

Tuesday, Dec 15
8 am to 10 am

Two Hour Tuesday! at Sunset Valley Nature Preserve, led by Stan VanSandt

Sponsored monthly by the Hornsby Bend Bird Conservatory. Contact Eric Carpenter at ecarpe@
gmail.com for more information.

Non-beginners are welcome, but don’t expect to see too many rarities! (Bring a spare pair of binoculars if you have them). Each of the two walks will last an hour or less. In Zilker Park, turn onto Stratford Drive from Barton Springs Road – meet in the parking lot under the Mopac bridge. No registration required.

(SW Austin - Brodie Lane). Exit Hwy 71/290 onto Brodie. At second light (Home Depot Blvd.) turn
left then make an immediate right to park beside World Market. No registration required.

There’s plenty of local Christmas Bird Counts in the Central Texas
area to join. Join one or a couple, and contribute to a great Citizen
Science project. See page 9 for details on the Austin CBC.

TRAVIS AUDUBON
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Travis Audubon Classes
Birds in Western Art and Literature

This course will explore a range of human responses to birds in
the visual arts and in letters. The workshop will consist of two
parts meeting in Central Austin at 7:00 PM. Part One (November
4) will survey our historic treatment and regard for birds as
trophies, icons, guides, helpmates, messengers, and companions
as depicted first in prehistoric art, through religious iconography,
to illustrator-artists, such as John James Audubon and recently
Roger Tory Peterson. The aim is to show the fascination that we
have expressed and continue to enjoy with birds.

We will share and comment on what we write or paint in order to
practice the art of seeing – paying a careful and watchful regard
for these living things that enhance our lives.
Robin W. Doughty
Professor
Department of Geography and The Environment
The University of Texas at Austin
To register for the class contact the Class Registrar, Anne
Donovan, at ajdonovan@att.net or 512-472-3030.

Part Two (November 11) will explore how birds are represented
in Western letters, notably in poetry (Neruda, Milton, Whitman
and others) and regional monographs (Williams, Teale,
Bedichek). The literary focus will deal with how people have
come to appreciate birds as birds (rather than as metaphors for the
human condition). We will discuss birds for themselves in order
to sharpen our own abilities for experiencing them in our daily
lives and describing their activities and movements.

Sparrow Identification Class:

Shorebird Class Field Trip to the Coastal Bend

a marauding Peregrine Falcon while Byron and his brother Matt
watched.) Hazel Bazemore County Park was a treat. Anhinga,
Mississippi Kite, and Wood Stork migration was underway. (Did
you know Anhingas migrate as a group?) And while we watched
shorebirds we missed the Swallow-tailed Kite right over our heads.
We even saw a male Orchard Oriole visit Turk’s Cap for nectar,
competing with the Buff-bellied Hummingbirds that were very
visible. Pollywog Pond (such a fanciful name) was dry, but for
newer birders like me, the White-tailed Hawk lifer made the heat
tolerable. Then it was on to Tule Lake with a shaded platform
and benches for the weary, and Cayo del Oso where the spectacle
of shorebird migration really hit home, and where Byron did the
impossible, picking out the Curlew Sandpiper from a teeming mass
of Western Sandpipers. A delicious dinner at Snoopy’s Pier ended
the memorable day.

Wow! The weekend of August 29-30, 2009 was one for the record
books and the bar has been set for all future trips! The awesome
spectacle of “winged migration” was on full display with shorebirds,
raptors, and passerines all putting on a great show! As good as the
Upper Texas Coast was for the
shorebird class coast trips in the
past, the trips have now found a
new home in the Coastal Bend.
We ended up with 142 species
for the weekend! A big thank
you goes to Byron Stone who
joined the group. He spotted the
Curlew Sandpiper, performing an
incredible ‘Where’s Waldo?’ feat!
Tim Fennel

Where’s Waldo? Photo credit: Tim Fennel

The Shorebird Class –
Make Your Plans Now for Next August

I signed up for this class and field trip with some trepidation –
intimidated by all those peeps. Plus the thought had crossed my
mind that no one in their right mind goes to the beach in late
August.
Tim Fennell makes ID seem possible. (But it won’t hurt to take the
class 2-3 times.) And he is very tactful with mistakes like: Nameless
#1 – “Look, a Least Grebe”, Nameless #2 – “No, it’s a Black-bellied
Whistling duckling”, followed by Tim in a non-judgmental voice –
“It’s a Sora!” You can see that we did get to look at birds besides
shorebirds, and some of us can stand to retake a few classes.
Tim led a fantastic trip with amazing stops at the CR 69 Calallen
Sod Farm to see roughly 2000 Buff-breasted Sandpipers out of the
estimated 15,000 world population. (Alas, one was consumed by
14
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Byron Stone will teach this popular class again this winter. Learn
why Byron refers to central Texas as “Sparrow Heaven” as we
review the two dozen species of native sparrows that occur
regularly in the Austin area each year. The class will be taught on
four separate Wednesday evenings, 7-9 PM, in Austin, November
11, 18, December 2 and 9. Field trips on the following Saturdays
November 14 and 21, and December 5 and 12. Class fee is $75
for TAS members, $90 for non-members. To register or to request
more specific information about the class, please contact Byron at
drbirdie@aol.com or 451-3380.

The next morning took us to the Port Aransas Birding Center
where we admired a Black Skimmer skimming, and six lifer
Magnificent Frigatebirds floating overhead, along with Yellow
Warblers and Orchard Orioles streaming over the water. At
Paradise Pond we saw amazing fall warblers and flycatchers in
abundance. We finished the day at a Port Aransas jetty where most
of the class hiked out to the end to see the Brown Noddy hanging
out on a distant buoy. It cooperated by flying briefly so its whitish
head could be seen. To top the day off we saw a large manta ray
cruising the channel and several green sea turtles.
Terry Banks, Barbara Felkins, Ethel Kutac, Leslie Morris, Dennis
Palafox, Georgina Schwartz, Chula Sims, Chuck Smith, Kim
Soechting, Byron Stone, Matt Stone, Ken Zaslow and I were the
lucky few who went on the field trip. We are ready to go again.
At the first class period, Tim started the lecture by listing ten top
reasons to take the shorebird class. I have to add the eleventh –Tim
Fennell.
Jane Tillman
TRAVIS AUDUBON SOCIETY

Our New Mexico Trip
Field Trip Report: New Mexico
July 29 through August 4, 2009

Participants: Judith Bailey, Joan Bishop, Frances Cerbins, Laurie
Foss, Shelia Hargis, George Kerr, Laura Leggett, Lesley Morehead, Nancy Radding, Stan VanSandt.

E

xcept for the Zone-tailed Hawk floating just above our cars
on the interstate (not many spotted it at 80 mph), the drive
to New Mexico was uneventful and fairly easy. We crossed
the state line south of Carlsbad and detoured down a county road
to Black River Village, seeing skylarking Cassin’s Sparrows
almost as soon as we slowed down. We birded the riparian areas on
foot for a bit, finding perched Common Nighthawks, Yellow-billed
Cuckoos, Blue Grosbeaks, etc., but it was as hot as he...home, so
we scooted on up to town and checked into the hotel. After supper
at the No-Whiner-Diner, we visited Avalon Reservoir just north of
town and were treated to flying Lesser Nighthawks, as well as the
only terns of the trip – Black and Forster’s.
We were at Rattlesnake Springs bright and early the next morning
and started racking up the lifers right away. Almost the first bird
sighted was a beautiful male Western Tanager, but the place was
lousy with Chats, Blue Grosbeaks, Vermilion Flycatchers, Orchard
Orioles, etc. As we slowly discovered over the next 48 hours, it
was also lousy with chiggers, our companions for the rest of the
trip. Did Summer Tanagers, Bronzed Cowbirds, Bell’s Vireos and
Wild Turkeys make up for that? Maybe not, but our next stop did.
Slaughter Canyon slices into Guadalupe Ridge, carrying more
Chihuahuan desert up than mountain habitat down, and it was a hot
and dry walk with typical desert species like Canyon Towhee, Bewick’s Wren and Rufous-crowned Sparrow. It was uncomfortably
close to lunch-time and, discouraged, we were about to retrace our
steps when Shelia spotted our only Black-tailed Gnatcatcher of the
trip and, simultaneously, Laurie spotted a Scott’s Oriole. Some of
us managed to see one bird and some the other, but all were happy
that we were finally seeing some good birds. The same scenario
played out again on the way back to the cars: Shelia found a Varied
Bunting just when I heard a Gray Vireo ahead on the trail. I chased
the vireo – it was my target lifer for the area, after all – and managed to get a good look at it, but only a few of us saw both birds.
The long drive up to Santa Fe yielded Mississippi Kites and UFO
sightings in Roswell, but no time for much else. The next morning,
however, at Bandelier National Monument, we started out with a
bang, barely getting through the gate before we were surrounded
by feeding Violet-green Swallows and White-throated Swifts, flying within inches of our faces. We birded up into the Jemez Mountains to Jemez Falls in the evening, and in the course of the day
had many amazing encounters with birds, from the Townsend’s
Solitaire bathing in a puddle at Juniper Campground to the Black
Swifts darting toward the falls in the twilight. The spectacular
scenery and the solitude would have made it a memorable day
without any special birds, but between us we accumulated more
than one hundred lifers, including some we didn’t expect to see
like Acorn Woodpecker, Whip-poor-will, and Veery.
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The next day started with the Santa Fe ski area, our coolest and
highest morning. If it hadn’t been for the great roadside views of
Dusky Grouse, it would have been a fairly disappointing morning since we dipped on many of the mountain species we hoped
to find. We did identify one female Evening Grosbeak at the top
of a tree near the ski lift (among the several mystery birds that
made us wish we had lugged a scope up the slope), only to see a
beautiful male at a feeder halfway down the mountain. A trip to
the Audubon center in Santa Fe gave us our best views of male
hummers for the trip, as well as a taste of this strange little mudwalled city. Late afternoon found us sweltering in the desert at a
place called Diablo Canyon, looking for Pinyon Jays. We got our
best looks at Rock and Canyon Wrens, but no jays, alas.
The highlights of day five’s first stop, the Pojoaque River, were
Lazuli Bunting and Lewis’s Woodpecker. Then it was back up
into the mountains to try for those empidonax that were eluding
us. We never did identify any Hammond’s or Dusky Flycatchers,
but relatively few birds were singing so late in the summer, and
many were either young birds or molting birds. We were probably
lucky we broke 165 species for the trip.
In the afternoon we drove up to Ojo Caliente and took a break
from birding at the hot springs. Some of us couldn’t resist sneaking down by the little river there and found Willow Flycatchers,
Black Phoebes, and Cedar Waxwings for our pains – and it was
painful too, since we also found the only mosquitoes of the trip.
This was also the only spot any of us (Shelia and Laurie, natch)
found a Williamson’s Sapsucker. Thanks to them we swept the
woodpecker species – they also got the Three-toed up in the
Jemez area. Ojo Caliente is a wonderful, wonderful place – I can’t
believe it took me twenty trips to New Mexico before I discovered it. Thanks go out to Judith Bailey for turning us on to this
little jewel!
Day six found us heading slowly home, collecting Black-billed
Magpie, Gray Jay, and Mountain Bluebird before stopping at Las
Vegas National Wildlife Refuge in the afternoon. The highlight
for me was the perched Peregrine Falcon contemplating the buffet laid out before him, but there was enough to look at that we
didn’t arrive at Portales unto well after dark. The next morning we
searched in vain for Lesser Prairie Chickens, but we were happy
to see Scaled Quail, Curved-billed Thrasher, and Burrowing Owl
(in Texas, I believe) before we really started hustling home.
It was a rewarding trip. We missed a few expected species (Hepatic Tanager, those empids) as well as some hoped-for long shots
(Pine Grosbeak, Pinyon Jay, the chickens), but we saw many
birds that many of us had never seen before – many that are rarely
if ever seen in Central Texas – and in the process we explored
some very lightly birded areas that just happen to be spectacularly
beautiful. It was a very compatible and fun group of birders, the
weather was great, and if I had just had my wife and dog along I
would still be out there!

Stan VanSandt
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