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A Note

FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
Hello Travis Audubon friends and members,
Greetings from month eight of our new pandemic reality. I am grateful for the daily
nature walks that have been saving my life this year, rain or shine!
Even though we missed seeing you all in person, we were thrilled to virtually celebrate
Shelia Hargis’s important conservation work on October 2nd. Thank you to everyone who
helped make our virtual Victor Emanuel Conservation Award Celebration such a
success! We managed to raise more than $96,000 for Travis Audubon—and we do not
take for granted how powerful that is during these times. Thank you all so very much.
What cool migrants have you been seeing this fall? More time in backyards and local
parks means more opportunities to overhear new birders noticing migrating species for
the first time! The joy of birding can be found from pole to pole.
As unpredictable as 2020 has been, we are doing well, all things considered. Birding and
nature have provided solace and plenty of opportunity for deep breaths. “‘Hope’ is the
thing with feathers” after all. We hope you will join us soon for a virtual speaker series
or online class, or for our next special event, Virtual Bird Trivia.
Until we meet again, all of us at Travis Audubon wish you and yours good cheer and
good health.
Be well and take care,
Nicole

Nicole Netherton
Executive Director
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Upcoming Events
WITH TRAVIS AUDUBON

01 NOV, 20
FULL: Camp Mabry Field
Trip

15 NOV, 20
FULL: Prairie Walk at
Commons Ford

FULL: Plant Walk at
Commons Ford with Kirsti
Harms

16 NOV, 20
Virtual Class: Spanish for
Birders
17 NOV, 20
Virtual Birding Week 2020:
Birding in Ecuador with
Paul Greenfield

09 NOV, 20
Virtual Bird Trivia Night

18 NOV, 20
Virtual Birding Week 2020:
Birding in Panama with
José Soto

19 NOV, 20
Virtual Speaker Series with
Val Bugh: Pollination
20 NOV, 20
Virtual Birding Week 2020:
Birding in Costa Rica with
Juan Diego
21 NOV, 20
Quarterly Bird Survey at
Commons Ford

Thank You
TO OUR BIRDS AND BUSINESS PARTNERS
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Thank You

TO OUR 2020 VICTOR EMANUEL
CONSERVATION AWARD CELEBRATION SPONSORS
Scissor-tailed Flycatcher
Shield Ranch

Golden-cheeked Warbler
Austin Subaru
Julia Marsden
Winkler Family Foundation

Canyon Wren
Austin Water

Food Sponsors
Antonelli's Cheese
Russell's Bakery

Golden-fronted Woodpecker Sponsors
Austin Parks Foundation
Judith Bailey
The Bamberger Foundation
Karen Bartoletti
The Bristol-Scott Family
Frances & Oskar Cerbins
Chris Harte
Wendy Harte
Laura Legett & Joseph Doherty
Carol Ray
Nona & Dr. Andrew Sansom
Paula & Ernest Smith
Eric Stager & Friends
Texas Ornithological Society
Travis Audubon's Commons Ford Prairie
Committee
Victor Emanuel Nature Tours
Jo Wilson & Carol Bennett
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Thank You

TO THOSE WHO VOLUNTEERED IN 2020 FOR INSPIRING CONSERVATION
IN THE HEARTS OF CENTRAL TEXANS!
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Updates

FROM THE SIGNAL SMOKE BLOG

Starling Confessions
POSTED ON SEPTEMBER 10, 2020

An Opinion Piece by David Cook
I have an avian confession to make: over the
past 3 months I have grown more fond of
starlings. There, I said it. Even though I’m
still a relatively new birder, I know what I’m
supposed to think of starlings.
Invasives, they don’t belong here; they
damage crops; they crowd out native
species; they can impact aviation and
spread disease. But even after reading the
USDA Wildlife Damage Management
Technical Series on the European Starling,
which outlines all these impacts and more,
my recent fondness has not waned.
Should I consider them less than the
grackles whose gifts I need to regularly
wash from my car? Or the cowbirds that
commandeer nests? Perhaps, but I don’t.
Three recent discoveries are behind my
newfound appreciation for this unloved
bird:
• Photographing starlings up close
for The Lost Words project (see
June Signal Smoke on the Lost
Birds;
• Reading Lyanda Lynn Haupt’s
book Mozart’s Starling, and
• Discovering Spanish
photographer Xavi Bou’s
amazing work on
murmurations.
Let’s start with photographing starlings.
Seeing the morning light glimmer off a

starling’s iridescent feathers, its jeweled
breast shining in the morning sun, struck
me; that’s a more attractive bird than the
casual eye notices. And I’m not the only one
who thinks so.
“One can make a case that they really
shouldn’t be here – but starlings are really
cool birds,” wrote Dr. Kevin McGowan of
Cornell’s Ornithology Lab. “They are these
beautiful iridescent creatures with purple
and green across the chest and throat. And
they have really cool songs because they
throw in mimicry of other species.”
That mimicry – of which I was unaware –
brings me to Haupt’s book, Mozart’s
Starling. I’m not sure exactly how I came
upon it, but it’s a wonderful book about
Carmen, the starling she raised, and about
Star, Mozart’s pet starling which he
allegedly purchased because the starling
was singing one of Mozart’s recent works.
Haupt writes:
“There, just inside, Mozart was greeted by a
caged starling who jumped to the edge of his
perch, cocked his head, and stared intently
into the maestro’s eyes, chirping
warmly… then the starling did it again, he
turned away from the composer pointed his
bill skyward, fluffed his shimmering throat
feathers and sang the theme from the
allegretto in Mozart’s new composition…”
Whether this occurred as described or not
did not diminish my fondness for Star or
Carmen, the author’s pet starling.
The last piece of my starling appreciation
puzzle was artist Xavi Bou’s Ornitographe
series. Hypnotic, stunning, mesmerizing are
the best words I can conjure to describe
Bou’s time-lapse work of starling
murmurations.
Rather than me describe it check it out
yourself
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at https://vimeo.com/370007362 and http:
//www.xavibou.com/
Despite their bad reputation, these
experiences have made me view starlings in
a new light.

Lights Out, Austin!
POSTED ON SEPTEMBER 11, 2020

hoped for because humans have degraded
the habitat.
But another huge stressor to migrating
birds is caused by light pollution. The light
we emit from our homes and
neighborhoods is bright enough to obscure
the stars by which birds navigate. It also
disorients birds and brings them down
prematurely into urban areas where they
are much more likely to fly into windows as
they search for food the next morning.
Many window strikes lead to death.
And, as it turns out, Austin lies in the middle
of the important and well-known Central
Flyway.

By Christy Esmahan, TAS Board Member
It’s fall! Or, well, it’s September, I should
say, even if “fall” remains an elusive concept
here in Central Texas. Nonetheless, we
birders know that right about now, a very
important and dangerous phase is
occurring in the lives of millions of birds:
fall migration. Migration is one of the most
dangerous things birds do. Can you imagine
walking out your door and then, using
nothing but your own senses, intuition and
unshod feet, taking off running from here to
the tip of Argentina?
And then imagine if you weighed just mere
ounces and mostly travelled at night, using
the stars to navigate. You carry no food and,
if you just hatched this summer, you’ve
never even been to where you are going.
Migration is such a perilous enterprise that
only 50% of birds live to see their first
birthday.
It’s bad enough that foul weather can blow
birds off course (either by directly pushing
them or as a product of them flying around
large storms) by hundreds of miles. It’s also
bad that at some important stop-overs for
refueling, birds don’t find the food they had

So, here is where YOU can make an
important difference. Between now and
October 29th be very vigilant about not
letting any light from your home escape,
especially between the hours of 11pm and 6
am, when millions of tiny songbirds are
making their perilous journey.
That means close your curtains and shades
at night. Don’t leave porch lights or garage
lights on. (If these are needed for safety
reasons, consider installing motionactivated lights.) And, if you are working in
an office building, talk to the management
about shutting off lights at night.
According to a recent article in the Fort
Worth Star-Telegram, the Dallas and Fort
Worth area are partnering with the Lights
Out Texas Campaign, as well as the Dallas
Zoo and the Perot Museum to “raise
awareness of how light pollution directly
leads to bird mortalities.” Houston is also
participating in a Dark Skies campaign to
help the birds. Austin should also do our
part.
And one more thing: if you don’t already,
this is a crucial time to keep cats indoors. As
tired birds take a break and forage for food,
they are easy victims. North America has
lost 3 billion birds in the last 40 years. Let’s
do what we can to help our gorgeous
feathered friends make it safely as they
journey through Texas.
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Travis County
Commissioners Court
proclaims October 2020
“Hill Country Night Sky
Month”
POSTED ON OCTOBER 1, 2020

Deep in the heart of Central Texas, there are
still clear starry nights left to be seen and
celebrated. On September 29th, 2020,
Interim Travis County Judge Biscoe and
Precinct 3 County Commissioner Daugherty
co-sponsored a proclamation to recognize
October 2020 as “Hill Country Night
Sky Month” in Travis County. It was
unanimously approved by the
Commissioners Court.
The Travis County Commissioners Court
joins other governmental entities
throughout the Hill Country in an effort to
showcase the shared heritage of the Texas
night sky and to encourage Dark
Sky education through local organizations’
online, virtual, and COVID-19 safe activities
in the month of October. Similar
proclamations have been or will be adopted
by communities in Bandera,
Blanco, Burnett, Comal, Gillespie, Hays,
Kerr, Kendall, Llano, Medina, and Uvalde
counties.

Park, Wild Basin Preserve, McKinney Falls
State Park, and thousands of acres of wild
lands and preserves in the City of Austin.
The “Hill Country Night Sky Month”
proclamation was brought forth for
consideration by River Hills Neighborhood
Association (RHNA). River Hills is a small
community nestled in the foothills of Travis
County and is one of only five communities
nationwide that carries the rare IDA-Dark
Sky Friendly Development of Distinction
award.
Of this proclamation, RHNA President Dr.
Marsha Staats states, ”Our community
would like to express our deep appreciation
to the Travis County Commissioners Court
for their Dark Sky leadership and
in recognizing the importance of preserving
the night sky for our children, our
grandchildren and all generations of Texans
to come. Every person deserves to enjoy
our bright stars and clear skies.”
Hill Country Alliance, in conjunction with
Travis County Friends of the Night Sky, is
offering an exciting lineup of events and
activities that everyone from young to old
can safely enjoy this October 2020. So, in
honor of all the people and places that work
hard to preserve the night sky, please
take some time out of your October to gaze
up at the stars, map out some
constellations, or howl at the full moon the
way they do in Wimberley.
Celebrate “Hill Country Night Sky Month”
here in Travis County, Texas.
For more information on preserving our
night sky, go
to www.hillcountrynightskies.org

There are two International Dark-Sky
Association (IDA) recognized Dark Sky
Places in Travis County: Lost Creek and
River Hills. More are seeking to become
IDA-awarded Dark Sky Places, including
but not limited to Milton Reimers Ranch
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2020 Victor Emanuel
Conservation Award
Celebration Honors
Shelia Hargis
POSTED ON OCTOBER 8, 2020

A screen shot from the pre-event slide show shows a
nature quote and logos from sponsors.

By Heather Valey
Travis Audubon honored Shelia Hargis at
the Eleventh Annual Victor Emanuel
Conservation Award Celebration this year.
This much loved event is put on annually to
honor a community member for their
outstanding conservation contributions and
to raise funds for Travis Audubon for the
coming year. Historically, supporters come
dressed in their finest to enjoy lunch and
celebrate at the Austin Country Club. This is
always an exciting event for Travis
Audubon members and this year was no
exception, except that this year it was
virtual! Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the
Travis Audubon crew had to get creative
about how this year’s event was conducted
and they hosted it online.

The Event Begins!

As the time of the event approached, a
countdown began. Once it reached zero, we
were treated to a cute video introduction. It
went a little like this: Executive Director,
Nicole Netherton, is out at Commons Ford
birding. Her birding is interrupted by her
phone, reminding her to attend the awards
ceremony. A puff of smoke appears and
Nicole is dressed like a vulture. After a brief
stint dressed as a vulture and another
magical puff of smoke, she’s dolled up in a
swallow print black cocktail dress and
polka-dot mask. She walks up in
anticipation of the event at the Austin
Country Club, only to be confronted with a
sign telling her the event is ONLINE this
year. It was a light-hearted and clever way
to put the event into context before it
began.

The Lobby

“Doors” opened for the event at 6:00 pm
and I could imagine couples filing into the
Country Club and finding their seat at a
table with their name plates, the air full of
chatter. Instead, the virtual chat room was
ablaze with folks greeting each other and
making small talk, happy to “see” each
other. While attendees were chit chatting,
we were entertained until the festivities
began with a fun slide show full of nature
quotes, member photos, great bird
photography, silly bird jokes, and tidbits of
information about the event.

TAS Executive Director Nicole Netherton accidentally
turns herself into a vulture briefly during the
introduction to the 2020 Victor Emanuel Conservation
Award Celebration.
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Namesake
The event just wouldn’t seem right without
an introduction from author, birder, and
conservation legend, Victor Emanuel, the
namesake and first recipient of the
award. Victor set the stage by introducing
himself and kicking off the celebration of
Shelia’s accomplishments by introducing Ed
Fair.

She was the president of the TAS board in
the early 2000s, and was responsible for
guiding the group to set up a full-time paid
executive team for Travis Audubon. Her
conservation work includes acquiring more
land for Baker Sanctuary, positioning
Commons Ford under Travis Audubon’s
management, and bringing Chaetura
Canyon (and the Kyles!) under the umbrella
of TAS. She was also the president of the
Texas Ornithological Society and helped
them acquire more land for their Magic
Mountain Sanctuary. Here she is below on
the left as she chats about her achievements
with Valarie Bristol, winner of the Victor
Emanuel Conservation Award in 2016:

Victor Emanuel, award namesake and recipient,
author, birder, and conservation legend sets the stage
for honoring Shelia Hargis.

Introducing Shelia Hargis
Introducing Shelia Hargis was none other
than Ed Fair, founder of the Commons Ford
Prairie Restoration, avid birder, and Shelia’s
long-time friend. He reminisced upon first
showing Shelia Commons Ford, and how
she immediately got involved in the project.
He talked about their 2:30 am trips to
Choke Canyon for the annual Christmas
Bird Count and then rushing back to Austin
to do another count the next day! Jokingly
he confessed to the group, “you all know
she’s crazy right?!”
For those of you not acquainted with Shelia,
she is a birding force! Not only is she an
amazing birder, she taught the Birding 101
class for Travis Audubon for many years,
and mentored many beginning birders,
including myself. Her dry wit, patience, and
approachability makes her a very good
teacher and field trip leader. Additionally,
she participates in countless Christmas Bird
Counts and Birdathons which raise money
for Travis Audubon.

Fundraiser
The fund-a-need portion of the event with
auctioneer Gayle Stallings raised over
$32,000.00 for Travis Audubon. Folks who
donated $250 or more will get a
commerative patch to sew on their birding
vest or hat that says, “When the going gets
tough, the tough go birding!” Paul &
Georgean Kyle, who are the stewards of
Chaetura Canyon and former owners and
operators of Rootin’ Ridge toys, made some
gorgeous limited edition wooden bird wall
hangings that will be put up as a special
auction.
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Take Me Home, Birdy Roads
The finale of the show was a hat tip to
Shelia and her favorite singer, John
Denver. Previous Victor Emanuel
Honoree, Andy Sansom, led us in a fun singa-along entitled “Take Me Home Birdy
Roads” to the tune of Take Me Home
Country Roads.” Everyone’s mics were
muted, but I could have sworn I heard
everyone sing along. In spirit they were, at
least! The music died down and our host,
Nicole, thanked us all for participating in
this event. The chat window was still full of
chatter as people said their goodbyes much
like they might in person at the end of an inperson awards ceremony. The 2020 Virtual
Victor Emanuel Conservation Award
Celebration was a success!
Congratulations Shelia Hargis and thank
you for all of the work you have done for
Texas birders and Texas birds!

Apps to Track Monarchs during
the Journey South
POSTED ON OCTOBER 14, 2020

By Sahotra Sarkar, Victor Sanchez-Cordero,
Ana Bruton
Monarch butterflies on their way to Mexico
began appearing over the skies of central
Texas over a week ago. The swarms seem
fewer than last year but that may be
because cold and stormy weather funneled
the fliers over Austin last October unlike
this year. In spite of the high density of
insects seen here last year, we later found
out that the overall 2019-20 winter

population was barely half of what the
previous winter population had been
(2018-2019).
As an earlier blog post noted, the decline of
the overwintering monarch populations in
Mexico is a matter of grave conservation
concern. In the 1990s there were over 400
million insects; in recent years numbers
have sometimes barely been a tenth of that.
Monarch butterflies undertake the longest
known annual insect migration in the
world. If the winter population disappears,
this migration will come to a halt and,
though there are plenty of nonmigratory
monarch populations in various parts of the
world, an endangered biological
phenomenon will become extinct.
To counteract the factors leading to the
decline of monarch population, we must
monitor what happens to them throughout
the year. There are two competing (though
not mutually exclusive) hypotheses. The
more popular one is that they are declining
because of the decimation of milkweed
populations by herbicides in their breeding
grounds during spring and early summer.
Milkweed is important because it is the only
food monarch caterpillars can consume. A
less studied hypothesis is that the
populations are declining because ever
larger numbers of butterflies are dying
during the fall migration.
In order to determine the likelihood of the
migration mortality hypothesis
conservation biologists are trying to figure
out whether the butterflies are getting
sufficient nectar to fuel their trip (and
nectar is all that they consume) and
whether they have safe places to roost at
night. To get this information, researchers
at the University of Texas and the National
Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM)
have devised a project to track monarchs
during the fall migration.
Part of this project has consisted of
designing an app that anyone can use to
track the butterflies (here are
the IOS and Android versions along with
a YouTube tutorial on how to use the app).
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Readers of this blog can make a very
important contribution to monarch
conservation. Birders can download the
apps on their phones and take a picture of a
monarch whenever they seen them. (If the
pictures include flowers they are feeding on
or plants on which they are resting,
including that would be most useful.) The
app will automatically transmit the images
and GPS location to a database maintained
by the researchers.
Once a good number of images come in, we
will know what plants the monarchs most
feed on. If it turns out to be case (as we
suspect) that drought conditions lead to
fewer plants, and that in turn leads to fewer
overwintering insects, we will have
established an important factor in their
decline. We can then develop a plan to plant
these species every fall in Texas to help the
butterflies get to Mexico. This strategy will
complement that of planting milkweed in
spring to feed the caterpillars though, we
should note, that there is no evidence that
there is insufficient milkweed in Texas for
the relatively small number of caterpillars
that are found here during the journey
north. What matters most in Texas is the
journey south and monitoring the southern
migration is of utmost importance for us.

Birdability Weeks Starts October
16th
POSTED ON OCTOBER 15, 2020

Starting October 16th, spend the week
celebrating Birdability, Travis Audubon
Board Member Virginia Rose’s initiative to
get people of all abilities outside and
enjoying birds (you can find her Birdability
Blog here). Here’s the lineup–click the links
to learn more about each event (all times
listed are CDT):
__________________________________________________
Friday, October 16th, 5:00 PM:
Accessible Birding: Connecting with Nature
Beyond Disabilities
Online Presentation Hosted by Toronto
Public Library (Registration Required)
__________________________________________________
Sunday, October 18th, 8:30 AM:
Ray’s Talkin’ Birds Interview with Virginia
Rose
__________________________________________________
Wednesday, October 21st, 6:00 PM:
Birdability: Perspectives on Access from the
Field
Panel Hosted by National Audubon Society
(Registration Required)
__________________________________________________
Thursday, October 22nd, 3:00 PM:
Birdability: Access for Everybody
Webinar Hosted by National Audubon
Society (Registration Required)
__________________________________________________
Friday, October 23rd, 8:30 AM:
Georgia Audubon Bird Stories
Virtual Presentation Hosted by Georgia
Audubon (Registration Required)
__________________________________________________
Saturday, October 24th, 9:00 AM:
Birdability Hike at Westcave
Hike Hosted by Westcave (Registration
Required)
__________________________________________________
Photo courtesy of Westcave Outdoor
Discovery Center.
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