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A Note

FROM THE PRESIDENT
Hello Travis Audubon friends and members,
This year marks the 70th anniversary of the founding of Travis Audubon, making us one of the
most venerable conservation organizations in Texas. We will have several events throughout the
year to celebrate this milestone, starting with a birthday drive-in movie on March 21 at Doc’s
Drive-In Theater in Buda. Also keep an eye out for “Soaring at 70,” a series of reflections on our
organization from our members and friends.
In January we moved our offices out of the AGE building and into the historic Baker School in
Hyde Park, which is also the headquarters for another favorite Austin institution, Alamo
Drafthouse. The new space will give us some room to grow, as well as an auditorium for our
member meetings and classroom space for our programs, once in-person events finally return. We
will host an office warming party on March 24 – check the website for registration details.
As I write this, Austin Public Health has just moved to Stage 4 of the Covid risk guidelines, and
we are very much looking forward to resuming field trips, the life blood of this organization. This
comes just in time for my favorite TAS event of the year – Birdathon! This is one of our biggest
annual fundraisers, and I hope that all our members will participate in an event or support your
favorite team. In addition to the team competition, there will be special field trips and the third
annual Birding Brawl! Registration for Birdathon events begins March 1, so please check our
website for details.
Finally, I can’t end this message without again thanking our fantastic staff and volunteers who
have kept our organization moving forward through the Covid rollercoaster of the last two years.
I for one am ready to get off that ride! Spring migration is almost here, and I look forward to
seeing many of you out on the trails. Keep looking up!
Good birding,
Eric

Eric Stager
President
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Executive Director
Land Manager and Educator
Program Manager
Development Manager
Finance and Operations Manager
Design Director & Website Producer

Board of Directors
Nicole Netherton
Chris Murray
Caley Zuzula
Cheyenne Moore
Judith Allen
Nora Chovanec

Committees
Adult Education
Advocacy
Baker Team
Blair Woods Core Team
Chaetura Canyon Management
Chimney Swifts
Commons Ford
Field Trip
Hornsby Bend
Inclusion, Diversity, Equity,
and Access (IDEA)
Memberships and Outreach
Purple Martins
Youth

Jeanette Larson
John Bloomfield
Chris Murray
Mark Wilson
Paul Kyle
Georgean Kyle
Paul Kyle
Ellen Filtness
Michael Sims
Celeste Treadway
Eric Stager
Lino Mendiola
Jane Tillman
Shelia Hargis
Mary Kay Sexton

President
Vice President
Treasurer
Secretary
Directors

Eric Stager
Karen Bartoletti
Celeste Treadway
Chris Gunter
Jason Garcia
Suzanne Kho
Richard Kostecke
Julia Marsden
Lino Mendiola
Dennis Palafox
Flo Rice
Virginia Rose
Vidhya Sundar
Mark Wilson

Advisory Council
J. David Bamberger
Valarie Bristol
Frances Cerbins
Victor Emanuel
Sam Fason
Shelia Hargis
Bryan Hale
Karen Huber
Mary Kelly
Clifton Ladd
Susan Rieff
Andrew Sansom
Carter Smith
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Upcoming Events
WITH TRAVIS AUDUBON

02MAR, 22

20MAR, 22

26MAR, 22

FIELD TRIPS

Bird Walk at Granger Lake

Ruffled Feathers Book Club
Meeting

FIELD TRIPS, SANCTUARY EVENTS

05MAR, 22

21MAR, 22

FIELD TRIPS

Beginners’ Bird Walk: Big
Webberville Park
2305 Park Ln, Webberville, TX 78621,
USA

09MAR, 22
CLASSES

Class: Introduction to Birds
and Birding Spring 2022

11MAR, 22
FIELD TRIPS

Texas State Park Field Trip
Series: Palmetto State Park
78 Park Rd 11 S, Gonzales, TX 78629

12MAR, 22
FIELD TRIPS

Commons Ford Bird Walk

12MAR, 22
FIELD TRIPS

Cemetery Birding: Austin
Memorial Park Cemetery

70th Birthday Drive-In
1540 Satterwhite Rd, Buda, TX 78610,
USA

22MAR, 22
FIELD TRIPS

Commons Ford Birthday Week
Bird Walk

23MAR, 22
FIELD TRIPS, SANCTUARY EVENTS

Chaetura Canyon Birthday
Week Bird Walk

24MAR, 22
FIELD TRIPS, SANCTUARY EVENTS

Baker Sanctuary Birthday
Week Bird Walk

24MAR, 22
Office Warming at 3908
Avenue B
3908 Avenue B, Austin, TX 78751, USA

25MAR, 22

15MAR, 22

FIELD TRIPS

Weekday Walk at Roy
Guerrero Park

Texas State Park Field Trip
Series: Pedernales Falls State
Park

400 Grove Blvd, Austin, TX 78741, USA

2585 Park Rd 6026, Johnson City, TX
78636, USA

16MAR, 22

25MAR, 22

FIELD TRIPS

Reimers Ranch Park Wild
Weekday Bird Walk
23610 Hamilton Pool Rd, Dripping
Springs, TX 78620, USA

17MAR, 22

Speaker Series: Historical
Ecology of the Texas Hill
Country with Lisa O’Donnell

27MAR, 22
FIELD TRIPS, SANCTUARY EVENTS, LET'S
GO BIRDING TOGETHER

Let’s Go Birding Together:
Commons Ford

614 N Commons Ford Rd, Austin, TX
78733

27MAR, 22

FIELD TRIPS, SANCTUARY EVENTS

Bird Behavior Walk: Travis
Audubon’s Baker Sanctuary
12221 Lime Creek Rd, Leander, TX
78641, USA

29MAR, 22
FIELD TRIPS, SANCTUARY EVENTS

Baker Sanctuary Bird Walk
Leander, TX 78641, USA

13APR, 22
CLASSES

Class: Spring Warblers

20APR, 22
FIELD TRIPS

2800 Hancock Dr, Austin, TX 78731,
USA

FIELD TRIPS

Blair Woods Birthday Week
Bird Walk

Birthday Brews & Birds at
Batch
3220 Manor Rd, Austin, TX 78723, USA

26MAR, 22
FIELD TRIPS, SANCTUARY EVENTS

Plirding at Blair Woods
5401 E Martin Luther King Jr Blvd,
Austin, TX 78721, USA

Reimers Ranch Park Wild
Weekday Bird Walk
23610 Hamilton Pool Rd, Dripping
Springs, TX 78620, USA

21APR, 22
Speaker Series: “Whooping
Cranes Are Still Whooping”
with Dr. George Archibald

24APR, 22
FIELD TRIPS, SANCTUARY EVENTS, LET'S
GO BIRDING TOGETHER

Let’s Go Birding Together:
Commons Ford

614 N Commons Ford Rd, Austin, TX
78733, USA
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Thank You

TO OUR BUSINESS PARTNERS

Thank You

TO OUR 2021 VICTOR EMANUEL
CONSERVATION AWARD CELEBRATION SPONSORS
Golden-cheeked Warbler Sponsors
Chuck and Mary Kay Sexton
Crested Caracara Sponsors
Julia Marsden
Shield Ranch
Peggy & Matt Winkler
Ferruginous Hawk Sponsors
Austin Water
Paula & Ernest Smith
Jo Wilson & Carol Bennett

Painted Bunting Sponsors
Austin Parks Foundation
Judith Bailey
Karen Bartoletti
Frances & Oskar Cerbins
Shannon Davies
Alice & Chris Gunter
Chris Harte
Carol Ray
Nona & Dr. Andrew Sansom
Eric Stager & Friends
Texas Ornithological Society
Victor Emanuel Nature Tours

Food Sponsors
Antonelli's Cheese
Kellie’s Baking Co.
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Thank You

TO OUR 2021 VICTOR EMANUEL
CONSERVATION AWARD CELEBRATION SPONSORS

Swallow-tailed Kite Sponsor

Crested Caracara Sponsor

Ferruginous Hawk Sponsor
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Updates

FROM THE SIGNAL SMOKE BLOG

Kieran’s Story: Student-led
Conservation at Kealing
Middle School
POSTED ON JANUARY 4, 2022 CATEGORIES: SIGNAL SMOKE
HOME

It was August 2018 when I first met Purple
Martins at a Travis Audubon Purple Martin
Party in a parking lot in Austin, Texas. I didn’t
know what to expect but the birds immediately
mesmerized me with their coordinated flight –
the swirling, turning, acrobatic performance was
amazing before they all landed in the trees only
to take flight again a few moments later. The
large number of birds at the roost made it
difficult to understand how they could be
threatened, but in talking with the volunteers,
my family and I began to better understand how
the Purple Martins have come to rely on humans
and that more people need to take action to help
them survive.

Now I want to install a colony at my current
school, Kealing Middle School. The plan for this
colony is to have more gourds (18), potentially
an informational sign, and I am going to help
train the Animal Studies class to learn how to
manage the colony so that class will manage it in
the long term. I think this will help to instill
values of conservation in the next generation as
well as teach them to appreciate all birds,
including Purple Martins. I also hope that it will
teach them to appreciate the environment and
how meaningful conservation work can be, like
holding a tiny baby Purple Martin to figure out
its age. You can support my project today by
donating here.
Kieran McDonald
8th Grade – Kealing Middle School

Later that year, I led a group at my school, the
Patton Elementary Eco Team, to install a 12gourd colony on the school grounds in February
2019. The entire school supported the effort by
making small donations (pictured right) and we
all worked really hard, successfully fledging 20
birds in the first year! At the Travis Audubon
Purple Martin Party my Travis Audubon mentor,
Denise Daley, connected me with a reporter
from the Austin American Statesman for an
interview (read it here).
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Travis Audubon Joins “No
Amphitheater” Campaign
POSTED ON JANUARY 4, 2022 CATEGORIES: NEWS
CORNER, SIGNAL SMOKE HOME

For more than 20 years, conservation partners
at the federal, state and local levels have worked
together to preserve the biodiversity and beauty
of the canyonlands. Through our 950-acre Baker
Sanctuary, Travis Audubon has been a steadfast
partner in this effort.
We urge the developers to rethink their
proposal, and we encourage our members to
contact members of members of Austin City
Council and the Travis County Commissioners to
express your concerns. Their email addresses
can be found here.

Volunteer Spotlight: Andy
and Julia Balinsky
POSTED ON JANUARY 14, 2022 CATEGORIES: SIGNAL
SMOKE HOME

Travis Audubon stands with other members of
the Travis County conservation community in
expressing grave concerns about the proposed
Violet Crown Amphitheater bordering Barton
Creek and the Barton Creek Habitat Preserve.
We view this project as a threat to biodiversity
in the neighboring Balcones Canyonlands by
virtue of its extraordinary size and scope.
While Travis Audubon encourages smart,
sustainable development, we believe that a
20,000-seat amphitheater with an
accompanying golf range, distillery, night club
and large residential towers is completely out of
character in this environmentally sensitive area
of the Hill Country.
In particular, we believe the project would
impose undue burdens on threatened and
endangered species such as the Golden-cheeked
Warbler and Black-capped Vireo through
dramatically increased light pollution, traffic,
noise, and potential threats to water quality.
Likewise, the location and design of the
development creates increased potential for
bird-building collisions. Two billion birds
migrate through Hill Country skies every spring
and fall along the Central Flyway, and the
artificial light and tall glass structures planned at
the site have the potential to exhaust and kill
hundreds of birds along their journey.

By Alexis Puchek
Andy and Julia Balinsky are Travis Audubon’s
go-to experts and landlords for Austin’s Purple
Martin colonies.
Andy is the son of two World War II refugees
who fled their countries from different
European dictators. He was born and spent a
good part of his childhood in South Africa.
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When he was eight, his family immigrated to the
American Midwest, and he spent his time
growing up in Iowa. Andy’s first job brought him
to Texas in the early 1990’s, where he worked in
technology and volunteered with conservation
organizations like the Lone Star Chapter of the
Sierra Club, where he now serves as the Chair.
Julia hails from Spokane in Washington state.
When she came to Texas, she stepped into the
role of kindergarten teacher, and met Andy
through contra dancing in 1998. Andy was
already an avid birder at this time, and Julia
fondly remembers her first experience of being
able to identify a bird by herself with a field
guide and binoculars: a Pileated Woodpecker.
We’re here today to hear the incredible work
that Andy and Julia put into their roles nurturing
Purple Martins and getting the community
involved with advocacy and volunteering.
What got you into birding?
Andy got his start with birding through his
parents. His dad was a bird fanatic before he
passed away, and Andy’s mother got him a bird
book to keep the interest alive. After Andy left
grad school, birding is what he did with his free
time on weekends, evenings, and everywhere he
went. His time in the Air Force put him in Biloxi,
Mississippi, where he had ample access to the
coastlines, Louisiana swamplands and lowland,
and forests. Andy really leaned into solo birding,
where he could crack open a bird book to find a
certain kind of bird and make a clear
identification (remember: this is pre-phones,
apps, and universally accessible internet).
Julia admits that her interest in birding stemmed
from her love for Andy which was tied
inherently to his love for birding; she was going
to fit into that world, or not. Quickly she found
that she quite enjoyed it herself, and they began
attending beginner birding classes through
Travis Audubon and traveling the state and the
world to see birds. On one of their birding trips
to Peru, she was a bit out of her depth, but found
herself sitting on a beautiful porch at their lodge
with a variety of birds right in front of her. She
dug into her birding book, and found a real
sense of accomplishment in being able to figure
out what birds she was looking at without being
told.

What are Purple Martins and why are they
important?
Purple Martins are a bird that needs human
assistance, and they’re one of the only wild birds
you can actively manage. You can put up their
houses, do nest checks, make sure their space is
clean, and help keep predators away – all as
welcomed activities by the birds. Helping to
house and manage the birds also allows Julia
and Andy to collect scientific data to report
statistically on how the species is doing.
Andy let me know that Purple Martins are North
America’s largest swallow. They, like all birds,
have inherent value and like many birds today
their numbers are declining due to climate
change impacts on insects (their food source)
and fewer people are expressing interest in
helping the species. There was a kind of fanfare
publicity about Purple Martins in the 1950s,
with books and civic associations to garner
interest in the birds and create advocates for
taking care of them. Today, that knowledge and
practice is fading away and the Purple Martins
are feeling the repercussions.
What do you do for Purple Martins?
Julia mentioned that when she moved into their
house in 2000, there was a gourd rack for Purple
Martins that they were going to put up. They
heard that creating this housing was something
that you could do for Purple Martins, and once
the job was completed, they learned a bit more
about the specifics that go into suitable housing.
Unfortunately, their property had too many
trees to attract the Purple Martins, who require
open space around their nests.
With their house eliminated as an option, they
began assisting Jenny Rasmussen in tending a
Purple Martin colony at Hornsby Bend, learning
tricks of the craft and techniques for becoming
good Purple Martin landlords because working
with Purple Martins is a crafty business. After
some seasons of volunteering, Jenny handed the
reins over to the Balinksys who took over the
effort.
Julia and Andy spend the months before Purple
Martin season cleaning the gourds and then
readying them for the birds. Julia tells this great
story about how a year ago during Covid, they
went out to Bastrop with an empty car and
asked a few homeowners if they could fill their
car with bags and boxes of pine needles, and
then had a wonderful Christmas walk after their
car was full.
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It’s these efforts that give them the materials to
make a suitable starting nest for the Purple
Martins in their gourds. Once they have the
gourds cleaned and readied, they modify the
doorways in makeshift ways to make
them Starling proof (and snake proof!), keeping
an eye on them to see if their efforts have
thwarted those predators.
And then January and February come along
where the Purple Martins come in and they start
building and laying eggs. “Every time we go,
there’s this little spark of new magic that’s
happening, and we get to watch it, touch it, look
at it, document it, and hear their beautiful song.
We learn something new every year doing it and
we get to mentor new people who are
interested.” Julia almost tears up as she tells me
a story about a Girl Scout Troop with close to 20
seven- and eight-year-olds who helped pull a
nest down to see the brand new hatched Martins
inside, and upon seeing the new babies, the
entire troop encircled the box and began singing
happy birthday.
Julia and Andy monitor and take care of 90
gourds every season, and over the years, Andy
has said that they’ve cared for 2,500+ Purple
Martins in these colonies. Julia reflects with, “we
had no idea that 20 years ago, our lives would be
so filled with Purple Martins.”
Andy and Julia are amazingly dedicated and care
so much for the Purple Martins. If you’re
interested in learning more about Purple
Martins, hearing how you can see and celebrate
the birds at Purple Martin Parties with 100,000400,000 birds present, or volunteering with
Andy and Julia to help with their effort, they can
always take anyone interested under their
wings. Keep an eye on Travis Audubon’s events
or reach out and see how you can get connected
with the Balinskys.
“Come and have some fun with us in Purple
Martin land.”

Travis Audubon Moves
Offices
POSTED ON FEBRUARY 1, 2022 CATEGORIES: NEWS
CORNER, SIGNAL SMOKE HOME

Travis Audubon is excited about its new
digs! After many years of officing at the AGE
building, we have moved just a couple of blocks
north and west to the Baker School on Avenue B.
This historic school was built in 1911 when
Hyde Park was just a couple of decades old. The
school was named after Dewitt Clinton Baker
(1832-1881), a businessman who helped to
establish Austin’s public school system. He also
served as the inspector of schools from 1872 to
1877, organized Austin’s first public Library, and
was the treasurer of the Austin Library
Association. Last used as an AISD administrative
building in the 1990s, the school was in need of
some TLC. In step Tim and Karrie League of the
Alamo Drafthouse, who purchased the building
in 2019 to be their new corporate headquarters.
The Leagues and their team undertook an
extensive renovation that restored the building’s
original character and highlighted its
neoclassical details. They have also added
vegetable plots, a pollinator garden, and
xeriscaped areas among the old post oaks on the
lawn.
Several other nonprofits office in the building as
well, including Conspirare, The League of
Women Voters, and Austin Classical Guitar. We
are especially excited about the old-fashioned
Cafetorium, which is large enough to hold our
Speaker Series gatherings once we are back
together in person. Plenty of parking, too!

9

We are still mostly working from home while we
are in higher COVID stages, but we are
unpacking and organizing in hope of welcoming
you all to an “office warming” in March. Stay
tuned for details!
Please help us make this transition as stress-free
and organized as possible by donating to our
moving registry. We thank you for your support!

Photo by Patrick Wong.

What do we mean when
we talk about
“Conservation”?
POSTED ON FEBRUARY 3, 2022 CATEGORIES: SIGNAL
SMOKE HOME

By Richard Kostecke, Conservation Biologist
Featured Image: John Muir (left) and Gifford Pinchot
(right), courtesy of the Library of Congress

TAS is known as a conservation organization.
We use the term conservation in our vision and
mission statements. TAS activities seek to
promote conservation, specifically of native birds
and their habitats. So what do we mean
by conservation? Is conservation the same
as preservation? The two terms are similar
enough in meaning that they are sometimes
confused or used interchangeably. Questions
like these recently came up during a review and
update of the TAS mission statement by our
board and staff. Thus, we felt it would be useful
to better define these terms in terms of our
work, as well as explore some of the history
behind these similar but distinct philosophies.

Conservation and preservation both imply some
level of environmental protection, but there are
distinctions in how that protection is
implemented. These distinctions go back to the
turn of the 20th century and the early days of the
environmental movement.
Simply, the differences can be represented by
two contemporaries within the environmental
movement at that time, Gifford Pinchot and John
Muir. Pinchot was a politician and forester who
later became the first Chief of the U.S. Forest
Service. Pinchot took a practical, utilitarian view
of nature (i.e., “the greatest good for the greatest
number of people for the longest time”) and is
considered the “Father of Conservation.” John
Muir was a naturalist, author, and activist who
held a more spiritual view of nature. Muir
advocated for setting aside wild spaces
(i.e., preservation) and is often considered to be
the “Father of the National Parks.”
These philosophical differences have practical
applications. Conservation protects and reduces
damage to nature, as well as repairs existing
damage. Conservation typically implies proper or
responsible use (e.g., regulated consumption or
enjoyment) of nature with an eye towards
sustainability. By ensuring that natural
resources are used sustainably, humanity—and,
arguably, nature—will
benefit. Preservation implies the setting aside or
protection of nature to prevent damage and
degradation with a goal of keeping nature in its
original form or in as pristine a state as possible,
even if that means eliminating most or all
human use. Basically, under the preservationist
view, nature should be protected and revered
because of its intrinsic value, not only when it
benefits humans.
Pinchot’s more practical conservation vision
won the day and was implemented with help
from his friend President Theodore Roosevelt,
who agreed that conservation was the best
approach for protecting the environment and
sustaining the economy. However, Muir’s vision
was not ignored and is reflected in President
Woodrow Wilson’s creation of the National Park
Service in 1916. While convenient to
present conservation and preservation as
opposing philosophies, the two are not mutually
exclusive. The visions of Pinchot and Muir exist
side-by-side in our current systems of national
parks and national forests.
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These ideas are perhaps more accurately viewed
as being parts of a continuum from total
preservation (no human use whatsoever) to
total exploitation (destructive permanent use).

Horseshoe Bay Nature
Park: A New Birding Spot

Because TAS is a conservation organization, we
take a practical approach to protecting native
birds and their habitats that often incorporates
human dimensions. However, there are
preservationist elements inherent in TAS’s
approach as well. At the heart of what we do is a
love for our native birds and their habitats and a
strong belief that they have intrinsic value,
deserve to exist on their own merits, and are
essential for maintaining healthy, functioning
natural systems (i.e., preservationist
sentiments). But we also acknowledge the
scientific, economic, and social significance of
birds (i.e., their relationships to people). Indeed,
a major focus of TAS is inclusive environmental
education to enhance the public’s appreciation
and understanding of native birds and their
habitats and the benefits that they provide us.
After all, to quote Sir David Attenborough, “No
one will protect what they don’t care about; and
no one will care about what they have never
experienced.” To be successful in our mission,
we need society to care about native birds and
their habitats! The preservationist perspective
can also be seen in TAS setting aside land for the
endangered Golden-cheeked Warbler at the
Baker Sanctuary and advocating for the
protection of native birds and their habitats in
the Austin area and across Texas. But a handsoff approach of “letting nature take its course” is
often insufficient. So Baker Sanctuary, even in its
relatively natural state, requires ongoing, handson management to maintain it in optimal
condition for the birds (for example, caging
hardwood saplings to avoid deer browse). TAS
participates in active restoration at Blair Woods,
Chaetura Canyon and Commons Ford as well, to
repair past damage and restore native habitats
for the benefit of native birds. In all of these
places, we are addressing human concerns and
needs as well as those of wildlife. Ultimately,
TAS is likely to be most effective when blending
both conservationist and preservationist
approaches, strategically applying aspects of
each to address the ecological, economic, and
social issues we face.

POSTED ON FEBRUARY 8, 2022 CATEGORIES: SIGNAL
SMOKE HOME

By Andy and Ellen Filtness
There’s a new birding spot to visit in Llano
County: Horseshoe Bay Nature Park. Sitting atop
the rolling slopes of the Hill Country, the 11 acre
park offers some varied bird habit and an easy
walking half mile loop trail. The park was
formally opened on December 20th, 2021.
In early 2020, the Horseshoe Bay (HSB) Nature
Park committee contacted Travis Audubon
about the prairie restoration at Commons Ford
after a referral from Native American Seed in
Junction, TX. As part of the Commons Ford
Committee, we volunteered our time to provide
input during the early planning stages of the
park. The HSB Nature Park team were keen to
make the park bird friendly, and we provided
advice on bird blinds, water features, nesting
boxes, and habitat. An eBird hotspot was created
and several surveys performed to record what
was going on in the park before any restoration
or construction began.

Nest box at the park. Photo by BorjaVisuals.
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The park is somewhat unique in that it was
conceived and designed around observing
nature. Bird friendly features were a key part of
the layout, and careful attention was paid to the
location of the bird blind and nest boxes. Five
Bluebird boxes and two Screech Owl boxes have
been installed, and just prior to opening day,
Paul & Georgean Kyle installed a Chimney Swift
tower. In addition to the bird boxes and tower,
two bee hives were installed.

Learn more about the park at hsbpark.org.
Check out the park’s page on eBird here.
Featured Photo: Red-tailed Hawk at HSB Nature
Park, taken by Birds by Jason

For the birders, the central portion of the park
offers good habitat for both summer and winter
sparrows. Eight species of sparrows have been
seen to date, including LeConte’s on one of the
surveys. During the summer, Bell’s Vireos,
Painted Buntings, Scissor-tailed Flycatchers, and
Summer Tanagers are frequently seen. Orchard
Orioles were also observed nesting last year.
Adjacent to the park on a neighbor’s land is a
small pond which attracts ducks, herons, and a
few shorebirds. The bird blind was positioned to
give good views of the pond, and will also have
its own water feature using a rainwater
collection system.

POSTED ON FEBRUARY 21, 2022 CATEGORIES: SIGNAL
SMOKE HOME

Soaring at 70: Reflections
by Eric Stager

Similar to Commons Ford, the park was seeded
with a variety of native flowers and grasses
which should really explode into color this
spring.

One of the paths at the park. Photo by BorjaVisuals.

The location of the park is less than a mile off
Highway 71 in Horseshoe Bay. The park is a
good 1-hour drive if you are traveling from
Austin. Allow 1-1.5 hours to complete the loop of
the park and the bird blind area. The viewing
platform near the parking area also provides a
great overview of the park.
Should all that birding give you an appetite, try
out the BBQ at Opie’s in Spicewood on the way
home!

In this monthly feature, our
members and friends have
been invited to reflect on
and celebrate Travis
Audubon’s 70 years.
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When I first got involved with Travis Audubon in
2006, I decided that I wanted to try leading a
field trip to the Upper Texas Coast for spring
migration, near where I grew up in Houston. I
made a test run in 2008 and spent three days
birding along the coast, followed by a couple of
days looking for the special birds of the Piney
Woods of East Texas. Satisfied with this
itinerary, I made it an official TAS field trip in
April 2009. To my surprise, people actually
signed up! I have run a version of this trip most
years since, and this trip has provided my
fondest memories of volunteering for Travis
Audubon.

The birding was not great that year.
Nevertheless, I have many fond memories of
that trip. My carpool buddy was Ethel Kutac,
who had been a Travis Audubon stalwart for
decades. She moved a bit slowly with her cane,
but she was unstoppable! One evening in High
Island, the group was gathering in the Smith
Oaks parking lot near sunset, discussing plans
for dinner. Ethel was nowhere to be found, and I
went back out on the trail to tell her it was time
to leave. I found Ethel sitting by the water drip
with the mosquitos, hoping to see a few more
birds. When I told her the group was ready for
dinner, she said, “tell them to have a snack!” It
was nearly dark when she finally got up to leave.
As I walked with her toward the parking lot, we
both stopped in amazement as suddenly there
were scores of Gray Catbirds bustling around us,
heading for an evening roost. In our hours in the
car I got to hear many great stories about her
brother Ed Kutac, the legendary Texas birding
pioneer, who passed away later that year. It was
such a treat hearing these stories from Ethel.

The crawfish boil in Winnie is a fun tradition (2016)

Looking for birds way up in the pines (2013)

Enjoying the water drip at Smith Oaks (2013)

That first trip in 2009 provided a real shock, as
Hurricane Ike had hit the Bolivar Peninsula just
6 months prior. As I led this first group around
to my favorite birding sites, we couldn’t believe
the destruction. Nearly every beach house on the
Peninsula had been destroyed, the remains
bulldozed into piles. At High Island, all the live
oaks were leafless, and many of the largest trees
had been toppled. At Anahuac National Wildlife
Refuge, the ponds had filled with salt water and
were almost barren of birds.

Happy hour at the hotel in East Texas (2017)
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In the years since, we’ve had some adventures
on this trip – driving through a wildfire in 2011
and getting marooned during the Tax Day flood
of 2016, to name a couple. Some years we had
fantastic birding, and other years the birds were
missing in action. That’s the nature of bird
migration on the Texas coast. What I remember
most vividly is all the great people I have met
and shared these experiences with, many of
whom have become great friends through Travis
Audubon. The birds come and go each spring,
but these memories are always with me.

Eric Stager
Current Travis Audubon Board President

The Environmental Commission considered a
water and wastewater service extension request
from the developers of the Violet Crown
Amphitheater project on February 16,
2022. Travis Audubon is a part of the “No
Amphitheater” coalition of environmental
nonprofits and entities, and our Executive
Director Nicole Netherton spoke at the meeting,
along with representatives from the Nature
Conservancy, Sierra Club, and Greater Edwards
Aquifer Alliance. We are pleased that the
Commission voted unanimously to deny the
request.
You can read Nicole’s remarks below and watch
the video here—the Violet Crown discussion
starts at about 41 minutes; Nicole’s remarks
start at about 1:11:49.
If you’d like to get involved in the No
Amphitheater project, please email Advocacy
Committee chair John Bloomfield
at jm.bloomfield@outlook.com.
3-4 minutes
Thank you, Commissioners. My name is Nicole
Netherton and I am the Executive Director of
Travis Audubon.

Happy Travis Audubon birders! (2019)

Nicole Netherton Speaks to
Environmental
Commission about “No
Amphitheater” Campaign
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I am holding a stack of 4 pennies. These weigh
about 10 grams, which is about the same as a
Golden-cheeked Warbler. The Golden-cheek is a
neotropical migrant that breeds only in Central
Texas. Every single Golden-cheek was born in
the Hill Country, every single one is a native
Texan.
A reasonable person might wonder why this
bird is important, or perhaps why any one
species on its own is important. There is a
history to this question.
In 1952, Austinites started noticing the rapid
development of Central Texas juniper-oak
woodlands and formed Travis Audubon in part
to set aside this habitat for the Golden-cheeked
Warbler.
In 1996, visionary leaders in Austin and Travis
County put together the Balcones Canyonlands
Conservation Plan to manage and protect habitat
for our unique endangered species.
Since then, development has continued to
accelerate as our city grows.
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Our leadership has so far found ways to balance
the pressures of a growing human population
and the needs for environmental protection, but
we have reached another moment when vision
is required to protect what is unique about our
home.

Remember this stack of pennies. Imagine that
something so small can have a much larger value
than it may seem.

The Golden-cheeked Warbler and the other
species protected by the Balcones Canyonlands
Conservation Plan are endangered because
of habitat loss. Development proposals like the
Violet Crown Amphitheater show that this threat
will only continue to grow. Development at this
scale in an environmentally sensitive area is
simply a bad idea and will further contribute
to habitat loss.

Studies show that birdsong increases human
feelings of well-being and lowers reported
feelings of stress – something very important
during the current pandemic. A Texas A&M
study found that birding and ecotourism
generates more than $9 billion dollars for the
Texas economy every year, and people travel
from around the world to Central Texas just to
see the Golden-Cheeked Warbler. Finally,
noticing and appreciating birds is often a
gateway that inspires a lifelong commitment to
conservation.

The Violet Crown Amphitheater would affect
every aspect of the Golden-cheeked Warbler’s
survival, including but not limited to

Our choices now will determine whether in 100
years Central Texans can still hear the songs of
Golden-cheeked Warblers each spring.

•
•
•
•
•

The decrease of contiguous, highquality territory acreage
Well-studied problems with
increased wildlife-urban-interface
Well-documented negative effects
of light pollution on migratory birds
Well-documented increased
exposure to bird-building collisions
and the likely harmful effects of
amplified sound and vibrations

For that to be our future, we must not consider
building projects on the scale of the Violet
Crown Amphitheater. We must have the vision
to protect what is unique about the Hill Country.
Featured Image: Golden-cheeked Warbler
by Melissa Cheatwood/Audubon Photography
Awards

The Golden-cheeked Warbler evolved to be right
here, and only here. It is unique.
The biodiversity and ecology of Central Texas
that prompted its evolution are unique.
The vision of our leaders to protect sensitive
species and preserve natural spaces has made
Austin unique.
So why is this bird important? Why is any one
species on its own, important?
This is a trick question. The answer is that there
is no such thing as “on its own” in nature. Birds
are umbrella species for all the lower organisms
in the system. Birds need the same things
humans do—clean air and water, food for our
children, and safe, quiet places to make shelter
and protect our young. Threats to birds are a
warning for what become threats to us. We
cannot continue to ignore losses to biodiversity.
We must not be cavalier about the loss of our
natural heritage.
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