Volume 64, No. 3 • May/June 2015

A Travis Audubon Publication

3710 Cedar Street, Box 5
Austin, TX 78705
512-300-BIRD
www.travisaudubon.org
info@travisaudubon.org

Officers

Directors

Advisory Council

Staff

Committee Chairs

Barry Lyon

President

Frances Cerbins

Vice President

Julia Marsden

Secretary

Ruth Pelphrey

Treasurer

Cullen Hanks

Jeff Patterson

Shelia Hargis

Carol Ray

Caroline Jones

Jean Warneke

Clif Ladd

Jo Wilson

J. David Bamberger

Karen Huber

Victor Emanuel

Mary Kelly

Sam Fason

Andrew Sansom

Bryan Hale

Carter Smith

Joan Marshall

Executive Director

Janet Reed

Dir. of Admin. & Membership

John Jacob Moreno

Media Producer

Gail Buxton

Grant Writer

Christopher Murray

Land Steward and Educator

Georgean Kyle and Paul Kyle

Chaetura Canyon Stewards

Betsy Pfeil

Signal Smoke Editor

Nathan McGowan

Rare Bird Alert Compiler

Thom Marshall

Intern

Byron Stone & Frances Cerbins Education
Jeff Patterson & Terry Banks

Field Trips

Susan Moak

Hospitality

Bob Warneke

Latin America

Shelia Hargis & Laurie Foss

Monthly Meeting Coordinators

Terri Siegenthaler

Sanctuary

Jane Tillman

Speaker’s Bureau

(vacant)

Youth Education

Sue Anderson

Urban Habitat

(vacant)

Habitat Conservation

On the cover: Pyrrhuloxia ( Cardinalis sinuatus ) • © Rebecca Field

In this Issue
4

Baker Sanctuary Joins the Balcones
Canyonland Preserve!

5

Conservation Hero of 2015, Bob Ayres

6

Travis Audubon News

7

Purple Martins Arrive!

8

A Conversation with Laura Joseph

10

Special Events

13

Classes

15

Sanctuary News

17

Naturalist’s Calendar

21

Field Trips

22

Donors

25

Legacy Giving and Membership Info

Painted Bunting ( Passerina ciris ) • © Rebecca Field

It’s Official: Baker Sanctuary Joins the
Balcones Canyonland Preserve!
In a major step for conservation in Central Texas,
Travis Audubon has entered into an agreement
with Travis County to ensure a permanent,
protected home for the Golden-cheeked Warbler, an
endangered songbird.
TAS agreed to provide a permanent easement
over most of its 715-acre Baker Sanctuary and, in
exchange, will manage the property as a preserve
in perpetuity. As a result, the undeveloped land will
officially become part of the Balcones Canyonlands
Preserve.
Baker Sanctuary, located in northwest Travis County,
is a destination for many birders from around the
world wanting to catch sight of the Golden-cheeked
Warbler. The small bird, with distinctive yellow-andblack markings, is a true Texas native. It nests in
only 33 counties in Central Texas—nowhere else in
the world. Each March, the birds arrive to bear and
raise their young. In late summer migration begins
to Mexico and Central America. Golden-cheeked
Warblers have been listed as endangered since 1990
due to lost habitat.
Travis County has been working for several years to
assemble a minimum of 30,428 acres of endangered
species habitat in the western part of the county. The
Balcones Canyonlands Preserve (BCP) was created
to protect habitat for endangered bird species, karsts
(cave) invertebrates and other species of concern.
The effort to form BCP began in the 1990s in
partnership with the county, city of Austin and Lower
Colorado River Authority, as well as the Nature
Conservancy and TAS.
TAS began acquiring land for Baker Sanctuary in the
1960s. A full-time steward manages the site and the
public is invited on special occasions for hikes and
education programs. TAS also uses Baker’s open-air
education center for after-school nature camps with
Leander ISD.

Golden-cheeked Warbler ( Setophaga chrysoparia ) •
© Jason Crotty (Creative Commons)

Board President Valarie Bristol. “We have voluntarily
participated as conservationists for years and years.
But now we’ve agreed to permanent participation.
We’ll be the custodians of this land in perpetuity.”
Travis Audubon plans to use the roughly $3,500,000,
obtained as a result of this agreement, to create an
endowment to manage and preserve the sanctuary
and to expand its educational outreach. Excluded
from the conservation agreement are 40 acres of the
total 715 acres, which includes the site of the Jackie
Arnold open-air Education Center, the original Baker
family cabin, cemetery and windmill.
“Baker is a beautiful and important nature preserve
and we want people to be inspired by it. We hope to
improve and reinterpret our 8 miles of hiking trails on
the property to provide greater access to the public
in the non-nesting season,” said Board President,
Barry Lyon.
The National Audubon climate report published last
September estimates that 50 percent of all bird
species in the United States are facing decline,
making strategic habitat preservation all the more
vital. “These funds are about securing the future of
Baker Sanctuary for the benefit of all Texans,” said
Executive Director Joan Marshall.

“Travis Audubon was the first organization ever to
put land aside for Golden-cheeked Warblers—starting
with 94 acres at Baker Sanctuary,” said former
Travis Audubon Society • Signal Smoke
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Conservation Hero of 2015

Bob Ayres • Brenda Ladd Photography

Bob Ayres, Travis Audubon’s Conservation Hero
for 2015, will be honored at the Victor Emanuel
Conservation Award luncheon and live auction on
October 17 at the Austin Country Club.
Bob Ayres and his family have been involved with
conservation issues in Texas for many years. Their
involvement centers on the Shield Ranch, which lies
just west of Austin in the Barton Creek watershed.
In 1998, the family placed most of the 6,800-acre
ranch under a conservation easement with The
Nature Conservancy and the City of Austin. This
action means the ranch and its rich ecology will be
preserved forever.
A key activity at Shield Ranch is El Ranchito, a
summer program which hosts 90 children, grades 4
through 12, in Nature Discovery and Conservation
Corps camps. The program partners with El Buen
Samaritano Episcopal Mission and Westcave Outdoor
Discovery Center and focuses on young people
whose families often lack opportunities to explore
nature outside the urban environment. The children
live in tents and experience both grade-level and joint
programs to develop a relationship with nature that
will serve them for a lifetime. The program gives all
campers outdoor gear such as boots and hydration
packs. 2015 will be the ninth season for the program,
Travis Audubon Society • Signal Smoke

which also features tours at Westcave Outdoor
Discovery Center and horseback riding hosted by a
neighboring ranch.
Bob has been involved with the land trust community
since the 1990s. When developing the Shield
Ranch easements with The Nature Conservancy,
he attended a national conference and has been
engaged since. Bob was a founding member of the
Board of the Hill Country Conservancy, a member of
the Texas Board of The Nature Conservancy, and was
on the Advisory Board at the launch of the Texas Land
Trust Council. He served on a Mayor’s Task force, as a
landowner representative, during the creation of the
Balcones Canyonlands Preserve. In 2011, he served
on a Travis County groundwater stakeholders’ group.
Currently, Bob serves on the Board of Directors
of the Land Trust Alliance, as well as the advisory
boards of the Texas Land Trust Council and Hill
Country Alliance. He is a Trustee of the ShieldAyres Foundation, whose funding interests include
conservation and environmental issues.
The award luncheon will include remarks by Bob
and a live auction to raise funds for Travis Audubon’s
conservation and education programs.
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Travis Audubon News
Welcome to Janet Reed

Annual Member Meeting

Travis Audubon is pleased to welcome Janet Reed as
its new Director of Administration and Membership.
Janet has her PhD in Wildlife and Fisheries Sciences
from Texas A&M University. Her areas of specialty
include Monk Parakeets (Myiopsitta monachus) and
Mexican gray wolves (Canis lupus baileyi).

At the Annual Members meeting April 16, Shelia
Hargis was re-elected to the Travis Audubon Board,
replacing Valarie Bristol who stepped down after
nine years of service. The Board and staff want to
thank Valarie for her extraordinary leadership as
Board President and her committed service to Travis
Audubon. Valarie will continue to be involved as an
active member of TAS Board of Advisors.

Janet Reed

Shelia Hargis

“I’m honored to join Travis
Audubon at this special
time in its history. I am
very excited to share my
passion of conservation of
our natural world.”
- Janet Reed
Travis Audubon Society • Signal Smoke
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Purple Martins Arrive!

Purple Martin ( Progne subis ) captured a Four spotted Chaser ( Libellula quadrimaculata ) • Photo by Dori (Creative Commons)

Voted Best Nightly Air Show in 2013 by the Austin Chronicle!

Visit the Largest Purple
Martin Colony in South Austin!

Fridays and Saturdays, July 10 – 11,
July 17 – 18, July 24 – 25, July 31 – August 1
7:45 p.m. – 9 p.m.
Near Airport Blvd at Highland Mall Blvd

Sunday, June 7, 2015
5:30 p.m. – 7:30 p.m.
Light refreshments
$10 Members; $15 Non-Members

Watch a hurricane of birds as hundreds of thousands
of Purple Martins swirl into their roosting site near
the ACC Highland Campus each evening. It’s better
than the bats!

Learn about the history and development of
this amazing colony in South Austin and the
neighborhood’s involvement from owner Laura
Joseph. Brief remarks at 6 p.m. For tickets and
address, go to http://travisaudubonsociety.camp7.
org/event-1925673.

Purple Martin Parties

Binoculars are optional, but lawn chairs, cameras,
and hats or umbrellas are highly recommended!
For more information about Purple Martins, visit
The Purple Martin Conservation Association at
purplemartin.org.

Travis Audubon Society • Signal Smoke
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A Conversation with Laura Joseph
by Jane Tillman
Ms. Laura Joseph is known as the Purple Martin Lady
of Virginia Avenue. She hosts the largest colony of
Purple Martins in South Austin.

“It is impossible to be
unhappy in the presence
of a Purple Martin!”
Jane: What got you interested in Purple Martins?
Laura: My uncle was a “Martin” man. Also, when
I was young I had to transfer to a new school in a
bigger town, and it had Martin houses.
Jane: How many houses do you have?
Laura: 24 poles with enough housing for 140 pairs.
As of today’s date only about 50 Martins total have
arrived, and they are not paired up yet. I think they
are still recovering from their long journey. More
will arrive throughout the month. Right now, it’s not
unusual for the Martins to roost in groups of 8 to 10
in one house at night, to keep warm and perhaps
because they are social.
Jane: How long have you had your colony?
Laura: This is the 26th year. When I first moved to
Austin, I lived in Allandale, but it was too wooded.
When I moved to my current home, and put the
housing unit in the right spot—a big open area—
within a week I had Martins.

Laura: Yes, and they are particular about the
orientation of the box. I had difficulty with one box
that would twist and turn in the wind. The Martins
abandoned it, and I finally just got rid of it.
Jane: How many young do they typically fledge?
Laura: Last year was one of our best years with 400
fledged birds.
Jane: How come all the houses are not open today?
Some have clothespins over the entrances.
Laura: Since all the birds are not back yet, and House
Sparrows are a big problem, I only open a certain
number at a time. Right now 80 of 140 homes are
open. All of the boxes have pine needles in them,
ready for occupancy.
Jane: When do the Martins leave?
Laura: In lots of years they are all gone by the 4th
of July. Then it is very quiet like a tomb out there. It
seems like when there is no more perching room on
the telephone wires that are on the east side of the
property they are gone.
Jane: Do you have any tips for potential Purple Martin
landlords?
Laura: Do it! It is impossible to be unhappy in the
presence of a Purple Martin!

Jane: When do the Martins start showing up?
Laura: I watch current reports of Purple Martin
arrival times. When they start arriving at the coast
by Corpus Christi, I expect them within a 3 – 4 day
window. Sometimes I sit outside with friends around
4 p.m. waiting for them. I can hear them long before
I see them. This year 3 males showed up on Feb. 15.
Jane: Do they go back to the house they used the
previous year?
Travis Audubon Society • Signal Smoke

Purple Martin Sanctuary • Photo by Jane Tillman
8

It does take effort, you have to be vigilant in cleaning
out the sparrow nests on a daily basis, and you must
have Starling-resistant entrance holes. With the
Starling-resistant entrance holes, European Starlings
are now a minor problem compared to the House
Sparrows. You also need to put the housing in an
open area away from trees. Use owl guards.

Jane: Taking out House Sparrow nests daily sounds
like a lot of work. How do you manage it?
Laura: We devote a lot of time. I mobilized the
neighborhood ten years ago, blanketing the
neighborhood with flyers, inviting folks to come over.
Different groups each take a day of the week to
lower the houses and remove sparrow nests.
Later in the season we will also be monitoring the
Martin eggs and nestlings. It is an hour per week
commitment for 6 weeks, and the groups often
become tight knit social groups, picnicking on the
grounds and even visiting the Highland Mall roost
as a group. The Wednesday group, for example, has
six individuals who have been together for many
years. The groups have folks of various ages including
middle and high school kids. And each group has its
own personality.

Martin man.”
I said, “well I had an uncle who was a Martin man.
Where was your uncle?”
He replied, “He was the Martin man in Big Sandy.”
Then, I said, “No, my uncle was the Martin man in
Big Sandy. What was your uncle’s name?” “Calvin
Earl Kay,” he replied.
By now you have figured out that “Colonel Sanders”
and I were cousins. He was already in high school
when I was a young girl so we had never really met.
We remained friends until his death.

Visit Laura Joseph’s Purple
Martin Colony June 7th
There will be a lot of babies—from newborns
to almost-ready-to-fledge. She will have a livestreaming bird cam on one of the houses. You can
enjoy the grounds of her historic home, which was
built in 1875 and is the oldest structure south of the
river. It is a Greek Revival Style home with 22-inch
thick walls made of stone quarried at Oak Hill. To
register, see page 7.

Two of the most active volunteers are a retired
engineer and a retired pathologist. The engineer,
Steve Barnick, who works on the pulley systems and
performs lots of maintenance, makes it easier for the
houses to be lowered and raised. Gardner Sumner
is the record keeper, keeping track of numbers of
fledglings, number of eggs, expected hatch date, etc.

Jane: What is your favorite Purple Martin moment?
Laura: My favorite moment is seeing Gardner
Sumner because he is so good with the babies. He
tries to keep them cool with frozen water bottles
and feeds them mealworms when their parents are
exhausted. (This only happens towards the end of
the nestling period and depends on the availability of
natural foods.) It is so neat to see all the little mouths
open to be fed.
I love it at night, just sitting out there, and they all
come in, and they are singing inside their boxes and
it reverberates.
Fifteen years ago, 200 people came to visit due to a
nice article in the newspaper. A guy in a white suit
like Colonel Sanders showed up. I asked him why he
had come and he said, “I had an uncle who was a
Travis Audubon Society • Signal Smoke
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Special Events
Photo Big Year of 2013!

Programs of Interest

Thursday, May 21, 2015
7:00 p.m.
Hyde Park Christian Church
610 E. 45th St., Austin, TX 78751

KLRU Presents

Imagine trying to photo-document every species you
see during a calendar year. Isaac Sanchez challenged
himself to do just that.

From the wilds of Costa Rica to suburban America,
a loveable, quirky cast of parrots will reveal their
unforgettable tales and the bittersweet world they
share with humans.

Isaac will retrace
his Photo Big Year
of 2013 when he
photographed 603
species in the ABA
area. (The American
Birding Association
checklist area includes
North America north
of Mexico.) Isaac will
share his adventures
of both birds and
birders that span 13
states and Alberta
Canada.

Parrot Confidential

Wednesday, May 6, 7:00 p.m.

The Sagebrush Sea

Wednesday, May 20,7:00 p.m.
One of the most overlooked ecosystems on the
continent consists of a massive sea of sagebrush
that stretches across 11 states in the American
West. This Spartan, yet spectacular landscape
supports more than 170 species of hardscrabble
birds and mammals. Among those that have
adapted to survive here are birds found no
place else—Greater Sage-Grouse (Centrocercus
urophasianus).
Isaac Sanchez

Isaac received a BSc degree in Chemistry at St.
Mary’s in San Antonio and received a PhD in physical
chemistry from the University of Delaware. Isaac
lived, worked, and birded in the eastern part of the
US for 25 years until 1988 when he returned to Texas
to join the Chemical Engineering Department at the
University of Texas. Currently, he holds the William J.
Murray, Jr. Endowed Chair in the Cockrell School of
Engineering. He served as the Travis Audubon RBA
compiler in 2002-2003.

2015 Collaborative Big Year
As you may know, Travis County birders are
participating in a 2015 Collaborative Big Year—the
brainchild of Rare Bird compiler Nate McGowan.
Check it out and appreciate the diversity of birds
right here in Travis County:
http://traviscountybigyear2015.blogspot.com
Travis Audubon Society • Signal Smoke

A Summer of Birds

Sunday, June 14, 4:30 p.m.
Based on the acclaimed book, A Summer of Birds:
John James Audubon at Oakley House by awardwinning writer Danny Heitman, the documentary
chronicles the formative summer Audubon spent
in Louisiana in 1821, in the lush surroundings of
Oakley Plantation in West Feliciana Parish.

Nova: Inside Animal Minds: Bird Genius
Wednesday, June 24, 7:00 p.m.
re-airs Sunday, June 28, 5:30 p.m.

Today, researchers are discovering that some
creatures have mastered skills purportedly
restricted to humans. Many are bird brains. Meet a
cockatoo with a talent for picking locks; a wild crow
on a mission to solve an eight-step puzzle; and a
tame raven who can solve a puzzle box so quickly
that his performance has to be captured with highspeed photography.
10

Bird-a-Thon Celebration Party

The Aviary Exhibition at
Austin’s Flatbed Press

Sunday, May 17, 2015
5:00 p.m. – 8:00 p.m.
Hosted by Jean and Bob Warneke
(directions to be sent to those who RSVP)

Thursday, June 4, 2015
6:30 p.m. – 8:30 p.m.
Flatbed Press
2830 E. MLK Jr. Blvd., Austin, TX 78702

Join your fellow team members for a casual dinner as
we recognize the winning teams for 2015!

Enjoy wine and conversation as you view avian
imagery by some of Austin’s finest artists. Curator
Anna Grotovich will make welcoming remarks at
7:00 p.m.

Look for your special evite soon.

Featured artists include: Frank X. Tolbert, Billy
Hassell, Dan Rizzie, Kelly Fearing, John Alexander,
Julie Speed, Luis Jimenez, James Surls, Alice
Leora Briggs, Mary McCleary, Bob Schneider, David
Everett, Ricky Armendariz, and Annalise Gratovich.
http://travisaudubonsociety.camp7.org/event-1932681

Team Gone Pishing , 2015 Bird-A-Thon

Travis Audubon Society • Signal Smoke

Frank Tolbert, Snowy Egret, color etching
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Baker Sanctuary Saturday Hikes
(Members Only)

Saturdays, June 27, August 22, and October
24, 2015, 8:00 a.m. – 11:00 a.m.
Meet at the Jackie Arnold Education Center,
12308 Lime Creek Road, Leander, TX 7864
Join Travis Audubon Land Steward and Educator, Chis
Murray, for an insider’s tour of the Sanctuary hiking
trails. All levels of birders and outdoor enthusiasts are
welcome but space is limited.

Please Help with the Victor
Emanuel Conservation Award
Luncheon
The Victor Emanuel Conservation Award Luncheon
needs volunteers and auction items. This year’s event
takes place on Saturday, October 17, at the Austin
Country Club. Contact Jean Warneke at jwarneke@
austin.rr.com, or call 512-217-4814.

Artists Needed!

Reserve a spot with: Chris Murray at
christophermurra@hotmail.com

Are you an artist or know one? Would you like to help
promote the TAS mission in your own way?

Film Screening

We are looking for artists or crafters to decorate
birdhouses, which will serve as centerpieces for
the luncheon tables. These works of art will also be
auctioned at the lunch.

Rara Avis: The Life and Art of John James Audubon

Wednesday, July 15, 7:00 p.m.
Austin Film Society
Marchesa Hall and Theater
6226 Middle Fiskville Road, Austin, TX 78752

Contact Jean Warneke at jwarneke@austin.rr.com
if you wish to participate. Plain birdhouses will be
available in June and need to be completed and
returned by September 1.

Join us for the Austin premier of Rara Avis, the
authoritative documentary about the life and work of
naturalist, artist and dreamer, John James Audubon.
Directed by Al Reinert.
Premier Tickets: $15. https://www.austinfilm.org/cosponsored-events/Film-rara-avis

John James Audubon
Travis Audubon Society • Signal Smoke

Tile-Roofed Birdhouse
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Classes

Butterfly Identification (Wait List Only)

Birding 102

Instructor: Valerie Bugh
Classroom: Tuesdays May 5, 12, 19, 2015
6:30 – 8:30 p.m.
Field trips: Sundays, May 10 and 17, 2015
10:00 a.m. – Noon

Birding 102 continues the intensive instruction and
practice in the field that students learned in Intro to
Birds, and enables you to:

If you enjoy watching colorful flying creatures but
would like to skip the early mornings that many
birds prefer, your schedule may sync better with
butterflies. These sunshine-loving denizens of
gardens and meadows are not just pretty additions to
a garden but an integral part of the ecosystem.

•
•
•

Visit additional interesting birding locations
See more great birds
Learn aspects of birds and the birding year
such as migration, breeding, behavior, and
conservation

The course is organized as a series of field trips
throughout the year and is open to graduates of TAS
Intro to Birds. Field trips are followed by lunch and
discussion. Registration is required for each field trip.

The class includes an introduction to the major
families of butterflies, their predators, behaviors,
challenges, life cycles, and survival strategies. You’ll
also delve into identification, including appearance,
habits, and feeding preferences. You’ll have the
opportunity to capture enhanced photographic
images thanks to knowing your quarry more
thoroughly.

Shelia Hargis loves teaching Introduction to Birds and
Birding and looks for any reason to go birding with
her students after they have graduated. Laurie Foss,
co-instructor of Intro to Birds and eBird guru, assists
with field trips. Liz Gushee, Intro to Birds graduate
and Digital Collections Librarian at the Harry Ransom
Center, provides resource materials.

Valerie Bugh is a recognized Austin naturalist
specializing in area arthropods. She also has
expertise in taxonomy and photography.

June Birding 102: Bastrop’s
Breeding Birds

Tuition: $60 for TAS members and $70 for nonmembers

Instructor: Shelia Hargis
Field trip: Saturday, June 20, 2015
6:30 a.m. – 2:00 p.m.
Prerequisite: Intro to Birds

Limit: 20 participants (waiting list requests accepted)
Location: Classroom sessions will be in central
Austin. Field trips will be to locations around Austin.
Questions: Elizabeth Gushee at emacg68@gmail.com
Register at: http://travisaudubon.org/education/adultclasses/butterfly-identification.
Travis Audubon Society • Signal Smoke

This Birding 102 field trip will visit the Bastrop area.
Summer is a great time to focus on the breeding
birds in our area and to observe interesting behavior
13

such as territorial defense, mating, nesting, and care
of young. The goals of this field trip are to see many
of our eastern birds and attempt to interpret their
behavior.
Target species include: Mississippi Kite, Yellowbilled Cuckoo, Ruby-throated Hummingbird, Redheaded Woodpecker, Downy Woodpecker, Pileated
Woodpecker, Eastern Wood-Pewee, Great Crested
Flycatcher, Eastern Kingbird, White-eyed Vireo, Redeyed Vireo, Tufted Titmouse, Eastern Bluebird, Blackand-white Warbler, Prothonotary Warbler, Northern
Parula, Pine Warbler, Indigo Bunting, and Painted
Bunting.

Tuition: $60 for TAS members and $90 for nonmembers. Supply fee is $10.
Location: North of the UT campus, Hyde Park area
of Austin. Register at http://travisaudubonsociety.
camp7.org/event-1910237.

Travis Audubon Registration Policies
Thanks to Hornsby Bend Environmental Research
Center and to REI for generously providing
classroom space for many of our classes.

Course Registration

Tuition: $25 for TAS members and $30 for nonmembers. $5 park entrance or pass.
Limit: 12 (waiting list requests accepted).
Location: Bastrop area, including state parks. Meet in
Austin and carpool.

To register, follow the directions in the class
descriptions. Either pay online or call the office to
arrange payment. Registration is not complete until
payment is received. If the class is full, contact the
registrar to join the waiting list for the class. This
waiting list does not roll over to the following year.

Questions: Shelia Hargis at intro2birds@gmail.com or
512-294-0272. Register at: http://travisaudubon.org/
education/adult-classes/birding-102.

Course Refund and Withdrawal

Bird Drawing Workshop
Instructor: Linda Anderson
Classroom: Saturdays July 11, 18 and 25
2:00 – 3:30 p.m.
Have you ever wanted to sketch an unfamiliar bird in
the field so you can identify it later, but don’t even try
because you “couldn’t draw a stick”? Despair not!
Instructor, Linda Anderson, will show you just how
much latent talent you really have. This class will be
helpful for those who simply want to make better
sketches in the field. The class will also serve as an
introduction for those who are more serious about
becoming bird illustrators.

To withdraw from a class please contact the
registrar. If a registrant withdraws from a class at
least 7 days before the first session, Travis Audubon
Society (TAS) will offer a full refund less a $5
administration fee. If the registrant withdraws less
than 7 days before the first session, no refund will
be made. If TAS cancels the class, a full refund will
be made. Payment for a class is due at the time of
registration.

This class starts with the general language of
drawing, with a focus on birds. You’ll also sharpen
your observation skills, see birds in an entirely
new way, and begin to draw birds in the first class
session.
Linda has taught bird drawing sessions at our
Youth Birding Camps and adult workshops. Both
levels of audience were very enthusiastic about her
presentations.
Linda Anderson
Travis Audubon Society • Signal Smoke
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Sanctuary News
Chaetura Canyon

by Georgean and Paul Kyle, Sanctuary Stewards

Fledgling Carolina Wrens ( Thryothorus ludovicianus ) • Photo by Georgean Kyle

Late winter rains encouraged an explosion of color
from understory trees and fueled a remarkable
wildflower season at Chaetura Canyon. The return of
the Chimney Swifts (Chaetura pelagica), on March
21, and the exuberant singing of “our” Goldencheeked Warbler, on March 31, punctuated the arrival
of spring.
White-eyed Vireos (Vireo griseus), Great-crested
Flycatchers (Myiarchus crinitus), Blue-gray
Gnatcatchers (Polioptila caerulea) and several species
of swallows rounded out the early influx of returning
breeding species. The resident Carolina Wrens
were the first of the season to bring their squealing
fledglings around for us to enjoy – beating out the
Lesser Goldfinches (Spinus psaltria) that were still
feeding their young in the nests. Spiny, Fence and
Alligator Lizards emerged as temperatures warmed
into the 70’s.
Work on the new deck and entry steps, filled with
the latest batch of donor bricks, was completed
just in time for the upcoming spring events at the
Canyon. The new deck was a major project, which
Travis Audubon Society • Signal Smoke

was funded by a matching grant from the Carl C. and
Marie Jo Anderson Foundation. We appreciate the
continuing support of the Anderson Foundation.
The most exciting event in this report is the
announcement of the acquisition of an additional
parcel to Chaetura Canyon. Beginning in 2014, past
TAS president and BOD member Valarie Bristol
worked with her brother and sister in-law Steve and
Judy Scott to procure and preserve a parcel on top
of Little Beaver hill. This small but important tract has
a seep spring that feeds directly into the creek at
the bottom of the Canyon. It is a critical acquisition
for protection of the Canyon and the watershed that
feeds it. We are forever in their debt for identifying
this parcel and following through to add it to the
island of green that is Chaetura Canyon. We offer
our sincere thanks to everyone who purchased
bricks and contributed to the Land Acquisition Fund.
You made this happen and there are more bricks
available!
Check the TAS web site for information on the
summer Second Saturday Swift Watches and the
Mediterranean Feast in September.
15

In the case of Whitestone, the school requested
specific concepts be covered during the hikes. These
concepts needed to support science topics being
taught in the classroom which had proved difficult for
students to master.

Completed Deck and Steps (Chaetura Canyon) • Photo by Paul Kyle

Baker Sanctuary

by Christopher Murray, Land Steward and Educator

Blazing Trails Through Education
Programs that teach our young people about
environmental stewardship and the need to live in
balance with the natural world are central to Travis
Audubon’s mission. Over the past several years
we have developed several on-going education
partnerships with the Leander Independent
School District (LISD). The longest running of our
partnerships is the Whitestone Elementary Hiking
Club that meets twice yearly at our Baker Sanctuary.
The Hiking Club was launched in 2012 during a
brainstorming session with Beckie Webster, principal
of Whitestone; Linda Lippe, LISD elementary science
curriculum specialist; and TAS staff. The goal was
to create a meaningful way for TAS to help students
from low-to-moderate income families connect with
the outdoors.
The key to the Hiking Club’s success lies in the active
collaboration between the partners. Sometimes
in the conservation education field, programs
are developed in a vacuum, without taking into
consideration the needs of those the program
serves. Without buy-in from administrators and
teachers, such programs typically dwindle and die.
Factors such as the current state of high-stakes
testing in the public schools, specific educational
needs of a particular campus, and differing school
requirements often challenge the success rate of
conservation education programs. One size does not
fit all.
Travis Audubon Society • Signal Smoke

The first version of the Hiking Club curriculum was
implemented in the fall of 2012 with 20 fifth-grade
students. The true challenge was designing lessons
for an outdoor setting that covered specific science
concepts yet remained fun. After all, our TAS goals
are not only to educate, but to inspire young people
to take an active interest in the outdoors. The
juggling act between education and inspiration can
sometimes be difficult to achieve. With perseverance
and a willingness to reflect and revise, the Hiking
Club is now a successful example of our goal.
Spring 2015 is witness to the sixth iteration of the
Hiking Club, and while every lesson has been revised
several times, the main components remain the
same:
•
•
•

•

The club consists of approximately 20 fifth-grade
students.
Students spend two hours each week, over six
weeks, hiking roughly two miles per session.
Students learn plant and bird identification
techniques; geological concepts such as erosion,
deposition, weathering, and limestone formation;
natural history of the golden-cheeked warbler;
food web concepts; and natural and human
impact on the environment.
Each student keeps a learning journal where they
sketch what they see, record environmental data,
and make connections between science and
everyday life.

The program has been a success on several levels.
According to pre- and post-assessments given
each session, the students make significant gains
on all concepts covered during the hikes. Just as
important, they are having fun. It is rewarding to
witness kids, some who have never been on a hike,
become comfortable in the outdoors. You know you
are doing something right when the kids drag their
heels getting back on the bus.
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Naturalist’s Calendar
by Bill Reiner
It’s the magic of green. In the months of May and
June, it’s easy to believe that plants can transform
the most inhospitable places into oases. Mountainpink, blue gilia, and white milkwort—among many
others—spangle hardscrabble limestone slopes.
Ferns drape cliff faces. Weeds sprout through
sidewalk cracks.
Statistically our wettest months, May and June
on average bring 8.7 of our normal 33 inches of
rain. Native plants have evolved means to take full
advantage of the bounty. Some bloom early, and the
rains then support them as they go to seed. Others
wait for the rains to nourish a growth spurt, and
quickly reproduce before drought stress can set in.
Shelves of massive limestone, common in the
Hill Country, are among the normally hostile
environments that become gardens now. Where
the bedrock is unbroken, most plants—at least
most perennials—are unable to grow for lack of a
sustained water supply. In other places, water can
be stored in the soil and be available to plants long
after surface water has evaporated. But on unbroken
bedrock, without the roots of plants to hold it in
place, or the decayed remnants of plants to build it
up, soil is thin or non-existent—which means there
would be nothing to hold water anyway.

Late spring rains bring opportunity to normally dry rock shelves •
Photo by Bill Reiner

Because these rock shelves are relatively flat, water
pools in depressions, unable to drain away, until
evaporated by the sun. So water IS temporarily
available. It just has to be used quickly. And some
plants are adapted to do just that. The circumstances
are ideal for an annual plant—one that sprouts, grows
to maturity, flowers, goes to seed, and dies within a
year (or sometimes just a few months). Such plants
do not need water to support them year-round; they
only need it for a brief period.
A particularly showy and distinctive annual plant is
now carpeting the edges and depressions of rock
shelves with tiny, starry yellow blooms. Aptly named
yellow stonecrop (Sedum nuttallianum), this small
plant is especially well adapted to its sun-blasted
environment. Not only does it complete its life cycle
quickly as an annual, it has evolved ways to prevent
dehydration.
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Stonecrop ( Sedum nuttallianum ) • Photo by Bill Reiner
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First, yellow stonecrop is a succulent, meaning some
parts of the plant—in this case the leaves—are thick
and fleshy. Compared to flat leaves, succulent leaves
have a lower surface-to-volume ratio, meaning fewer
of the leaf cells are exposed to water loss to the
surrounding air.
Yellow stonecrop is among the few Texas
representatives of the large worldwide family
Crassulaceae, sometimes called the stonecrop or
succulent family. Representatives of the family in the
horticultural trade include jade plant and Kalanchöe.
(Another stonecrop species is uncommon in central
Texas. Called widow’s cross (S. pulchellum), it has
larger pink or white flowers, and blooms earlier in
the spring.) Most plants in the Crassulaceae are
succulents, and they have also evolved a metabolic
trick to avoid loss of water. Called Crassulacean acid
metabolism (or CAM), it enables the plant to store
carbon dioxide, which is essential for photosynthesis.
Most plants must take in carbon dioxide when
photosynthesis is underway—meaning, when the

sun is shining. They also release oxygen, a waste
product of photosynthesis. But to do both, the plant
must open pores in the leaves—called stomata—to
allow air in, a process called transpiration (similar
to our breathing). When that happens, water vapor
escapes the plant’s tissues. A plant can quickly
dehydrate on a hot day.
CAM photosynthesis allows stonecrops to open their
stomata at night, when evaporation rates are lower,
collect CO2, and store it by binding it chemically. It
can then be released within the plant’s tissues during
the day as needed for photosynthetic reactions, and
the plant can better conserve its stored liquids.
Though CAM photosynthesis was named for the
family of plants in which it was first observed,
plants in a few other families have also evolved this
means of preventing dehydration. You will likely see
some of them blooming alongside the stonecrops
on those rock shelves about now: members of the
yucca family, the agave family, and, you might have
guessed, the cactus family.

Texas Prickly-Pear ( Opuntia engelmannii ) with stonecrop • Photo by Bill Reiner
Travis Audubon Society • Signal Smoke
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Unlike the stonecrops, however, cacti are perennials,
so they need to be able to survive long dry spells.
Where there is little soil to store rainwater, cacti must
quickly soak up what rain falls, and store it for long
periods. Their root systems are extensive, but usually
shallow, so they can absorb water near the surface
before it evaporates.

Prickly-pear and stonecrop pioneers on the edges
of a rock shelf • Photo by Bill Reiner

Most cacti have dispensed with leaves altogether,
instead having thick, fleshy stems containing
chlorophyll for photosynthesis. Surface area
subject to water loss is thus kept to a minimum.
The outermost (epidermal) cells have a thick,
water-impermeable cuticle, often waxy, to reduce
still further any loss of water through the cell
membranes. And the stems can store tremendous
quantities of water: up to 90% of a cactus’ fresh
weight may be water.
Spines have supplanted leaves in almost all Texas
cactus species. (Some tropical members of the
family do bear leaves, and some Texas cacti grow
very small leaves that soon drop away.) Spines
not only protect the plant from herbivores, but
also can shade and camouflage the stem. Most
importantly, they do not lose water. In fact, in some
areas of the Western Hemisphere where fog is an
important source of water, cactus spines can serve
as condensation points for dew, which can then
supplement the water needs of the plant.
Though several species of cactus grow in central
Texas, the most frequently seen are the prickly pears
in the genus Opuntia. On and around Hill Country
limestone shelves, two of the paddle-stemmed
prickly pears are especially common: Texas prickly
pear (O. engelmannii) and brown-spine prickly pear
(O. phaeacantha). The first, by far the more common,
has all-yellow or sometimes orange flowers with
a contrasting lime-green pistil; the pads are bright
green with straw-yellow spines. The other, as the
name suggests, usually has dark-brown mature
spines on bluish-green pads; the flowers are yellow,
usually with red centers, and a yellow pistil. Texas
prickly pear often grows to more than knee high;
brown-spine prickly pear is usually more sprawling.

Brown-spine Prickly-Pear ( Opuntia phaeacantha ) •
Photo by Bill Reiner
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Both cacti and stonecrops can slowly build soil,
through decay of dead tissue and by trapping windblown or water-borne sediments. They then can act
as nurses to other plants. So, without disturbance,
centimeter by centimeter, generation after
generation, they slowly clothe the bedrock with a
fragile covering of soil and greenery.
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Coreopsis grows in stonecrop “nursery” in the depression of a rock shelf • Photo by Bill Reiner

References for this article included The Cactus Family by Edward F. Anderson, and Shinners & Mahler’s
Illustrated Flora of North Central Texas.
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Field Trips
May
Date/Time

Location/Description

Registration
Contact
Required

Saturday May 2,
7:30 – 9:30 a.m.

Beginner’s Bird Walk at Lake Creek Trail,
led by Virginia Rose and Judith Bailey

No

virginia.rose@att.net

Tuesday May 5,
6:45 – 9:00 a.m.

Two-hour Tuesday at Lake Creek Trail,
led by Jane Tillman

No

jtillman@utexas.edu

Friday May 8,
7:00 – 9:00 a.m.

Two hour Friday at Circle Acres,
led by Jane Tillman and Mike Rogan

Yes (12)

jtillman@utexas.edu

Saturday May 9,
7:00 a.m. and 4:00 p.m.

Hornsby Bend Monthly Bird Count

No

ecarpe@gmail.com

Sunday May 10,
7:00 a.m.

Balcones Canyonlands NWR

Yes (15)

apeld@austin.rr.com

Tuesday May 12,
7:00 – 9:00 a.m.

Two-hour Tuesday at Booty’s Road Park,
led by Dan Callaway

No

morriscallaway@sbcglobal.net

Saturday May 16,
7:30 – 11:00 a.m.

Hornsby Bend Monthly Bird Walk

No

estager@gmail.com

Tuesday May 19,
6:30 – 10:00 a.m.

Super Tuesday at Commons Ford Ranch Park,
led by Ken Zaslow

Yes (14)

khz@att.net

Sunday May 24,
6:30 – 11:00 a.m.

Commons Ford Monthly Walk, led by Ed Fair

Yes (15)

commonsfordpro@gmail.com

Tuesday May 26,
5:45 a.m. – early afternoon

Super Tuesday at Blanco State Park,
led by Terry Banks

Yes (12)

55bluebirds@att.net

Balcones Canyonlands NWR -- Birding by Bike

Yes (10)

apeld@austin.rr.com

Saturday June 13,
7:00 a.m. and 4:00 p.m.

Hornsby Bend Monthly Bird Count

No

ecarpe@gmail.com

Saturday June 14,
6:30 – 11:30 a.m.

Commons Ford Monthly Walk,
led by Shelia Hargis & Laurie Foss

Yes (12)

shelia.hargis@gmail.com

Saturday June 20,
7:30 – 11:00 a.m.

Hornsby Bend Monthly Bird Walk

No

estager@gmail.com

Sunday July 5th,
6:30 a.m.

Balcones Canyonlands NWR

Yes (12)

apeld@austin.rr.com

June/July
Saturday June 13,
6:30 a.m.
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Donors for March 1 - April 23
Amplify Austin
Hope Anthony
Bill Bennett
Holly Brandt
Cheryl Lynn Brownstein &
Walter Harrell
Frances Cerbins
Janine Child
Dawn Dickson
Jon M. Donaldson
Connie Esau
Debbie Feagin
Susan Fouilloud-Buyat
Elizabeth Freaney
Michael Gagarin
Carrell Grigsby
Carijane Grigsby-Etter
Bryan Hale

Donna Herschleb
Diane Jones
Ginny Kennedy
Rob Klausmeier
Barbara Kyse
Caroline Legette
Jerry Levenson
Joan Marshall
Maggie Mayfield
Ann McGinley
Mary (Peggy) Moore
Nicole Netherton
Janel Nye
Jean Ockenden
J. P. Patterson
Ruth Pelphrey
Diana Phillips

Carol Ray
Dana Richards
Mary Lou Rizzo
Veronica Roberts
Lisa Roe
Nancy Scanlan
Mark Storey
Judy Strange
Timothy L. Stuart
Gayla Thorpe
Ruth Moxie Villarreal
Marj Voiers
Andrea Walsh
Gary Wehrman
Mark Wilson

Amplify Austin in memory
of Bob Armstrong

Amplify Austin in memory
of Allen Becker

Amplify Austin in memory
of Jace Hoffman

Chuck Sexton

Lee Thomson

Margaret Hoffman

Amplify Austin in
honor of Caroline Jones

Amplify Austin in memory
of Sally and Julie Kelly

Amplify Austin in memory
of Heather Kohout

Mary Kelly

Carol Duncan

Ellen Jockusch
Martin Kohout

Annual Appeal

Birds & Business Partners

Alan Roddy

Audio Systems
JB Journeys
Montemayor Hill & Company, P.C.
Parmer Lane Pet Hospital

Precision Camera & Video
RK Audiology
Victor Emanuel Nature Tours
Westgate Pet & Bird Hospital

Stephanie Barko
Ilene Barr
Theresa Bayoud
Molly Bean
Aimee Beveridge
John Bigley

Ann Bishop
Missy Bledsoe
Valarie Bristol
Nancy Buford
Reagan Burch
Maggie Burnett

Bird-A-Thon
Evangelina Almanza
Sue Anderson
Jean Bahney
Judith Bailey
Noreen Baker
Terry Banks
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Bird-A-Thon (cont.)
Cindy Cannon
Claire Caudill
Frances Cerbins
Kerri Chambers
Patti/Todd Clayton
Linda Crabtree
Denise Dailey
Jackie Davis
Colleen and Michael Debner
Leola Decker
David Demel
Dawn Dickson
Bill Dickson
Patti Dodson
Peter Donovan
John and Jacy Donovan
Anne Donovan
Carolyn Doolittle
Joe Bob Edwards
Adele Ely
Ed Fair
Sam Fason
Ellen Filtness
Vella Fink
Joan Foster
Howard Friedman
David Fugitt
Susan Galbreath
Patricia Gallagher
Allison Gaskins
Elizabeth Gushee
Alice S Hammer
Barbara Hanlon
Kathryn Hansen
Robert L. Hardgrave
Shelia Hargis
Cathy Harrington
Faye Harris
Elizabeth Harris
Wendy Harte

Betty Hendrix
Julia Heskett
Mary Hoch
Daniel Hodges
Geoffrey Hoese
Wanda Holcombe
Deborah Holle
Joseph Hood
Britta Huckabee
Meta Hunt
Caroline Jones
Barbara Keir
Joy Kelly
Betty Kelly
Emily Kelly
Jill Klucher
Terry L. Knapp
Shari Kolding
Hemant Kulkarni
Dana Kuykendall
Shirley Lavergne
Laura Legett
Caroline Legette
David Littlewood
Stephen Livingston
Laura Lucas
Barry Lyon
Cristina Magana
Laura Mailander
Alberto Manterola
Elizabeth Marince
Julia Marsden
Joan Marshall
Jean Martin
Raeanne Martinez
Janelle Medrano
Tyler Miloy
Alison Miner
Susan Morgan
Carol Neil

Chalupas and
Chimney Swifts

Cheatura Canyon Bricks

Barbara Anderson
Lee Decker
Joe Doherty
Ethel Kutac
Nancy Townsend

Mark Wilson
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Carol Nemir
Janel Nye
Philip T Bee Charitable Trust
Andrea Pully
Nancy Radding
Carol Ray
Florence Rice
Sharon T. Richardson
Mary Lou Rizzo
Judy Roby
Kathrine Ross
Beck Runte
Julie Sanford
Judi Sawyer
Cliford & Joan Schopf
Diana M. Seidel
Julie Shannan
Tess Sherman
Terri Siegenthaler
Kim Soechting
David Sokolow
Byron Stone
Jim Stoneking
Vickie Strong
Judith Tasch
Kate Thompson
Jane Tillman
Eleanor Tittle
James Treadway
Juan Wah
Judy Walker
Deb Wallace
MJ Wetherhead
Fran Wheeler
Sherry Wicklund
Calvin Williams
Jo Wilson
Dee Dee Wilson
Walter Wright
Ken Zaslow

23

General Donation
(Chaetura Canyon)
Carol Bennett
Ann and Don Connell
Driftwood Wildlife Association
Faye Harris
David Dvorak
Indian Trail Master Naturalists
Valarie Bristol

General Donation
(Travis Audubon)
Rick Albers
Barbara Anderson
Andy & Julia Balinsky
Mady Kaye
Cheryl McGrath
Parkwood Meadows
Gloria Sutton
Holly Whitten

Memorial Donation in
memory of Pete Inman
Donna Terpack

TOWN Austin
(Chaetura Canyon)
Colleen Buckley
Julie Boyea
Diane and Mike Nunez
Katy and Carl Kappel
Lois and Steve Koho
Paula Bentz
Sharon Isaac
William Hudson
Janet Fitzsimon-Barr
Jacque Austin
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Legacy Giving and Membership Info
Your membership dues are vital in sustaining Travis Audubon’s important work in
land conservation, habitat restoration and management, environmental education,
and conservation advocacy.

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

Ann Gardner
Chris Gunter
Bryan Hale
Julie Hallmark
Patrick Hotze
Russell Hoverman
Burgess Jackson
Caroline Jones
Ronnie Kramer
Tasso Leventis
Jane Lowrimore
Julia Marsden
Cheryl McGrath
Robert Miller
Jodie Moore
Julie Moore
Jeff Mundy
Katherine Mundy
Michael Portman

Jorjanna Price
Marilyn Davis Rabkin
Alan Roddy
Theodore C. Rogers
Stephen Rumsey
Ryan Runkle
Mary Sanger
Andrew Sansom
Nona Sansom
Susan Schaezler
Marika Schoolar
Jonathan Schoolar
Vince Shouba
Ellen Smith
Bryan Sperry
Cindy Sperry
Gregg Sporar
Byron Stone
Timothy L. Stuart

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

Legacy Giving
Did you know you can support Travis Audubon without giving money today? In addition to enhancing your own
financial plans, a gift through your estate can help ensure Travis Audubon will continue serving as a voice for
conservation in Central Texas. For more information about Travis Audubon’s Legacy Giving program, call our
office at 512-300-2473 or visit our website at travisaudubon.org/support-us/legacy-giving. If your legacy plans
already include Travis Audubon, please let us know. We will honor all requests for anonymity. Thank you for
providing for our future!
For more information on membership or Legacy Giving, please call or email Joan Marshall at 512-300-BIRD.

Travis Audubon Society • Signal Smoke

25

