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CHRISTMAS COUNTS COMING UP

On Christmas Day, 1900, Frank Chapman
and 27 other New York-area birdwatchers
conducted the first 25 official Christmas Bird
Counts. From that simple beginning has grown the
longest running standardized volunteer bird survey
effort in the world. Last year over 55,000 people
participated in more than 1,900 counts in the U. S.
and Canada, and many additional counts were
conducted in Mexico, Central and South America,
and even in the South Pacific (sounds good to me
about now)! Our Flathead Chapter has its own
lengthy CBC tradition; this year’s count at Bigfork
will be our 29"™. This year will also mark the 4"
official year for our newly established Kalispell
count.

This year the Bigfork count will be on
Saturday, December 14™. And true to our new
tradition, the Kalispell count wili be two weeks and a
day later, on Sunday, December 29" Other
counts in our chapter area include Glacier National
Park, Ninepipe, Eureka, Libby, and the Upper Swan
Valley (Condon). See the list of dates for these
counts elsewhere in this newsletter. As we get

ready for our two valley counts, let's review a few s

highlights from last year...
The Bigfork count has a well-deserved
reputation as one of Montana’s best, regularly

recording more than 80 species, usually the highest .

count in the state. Centered at Streeter’'s Corner
north of Bigfork, our 15-mile diameter circle
includes everything from the sheltered bays of
Flathead Lake at Somers to the dense forests of the
Jewel Basin Road, and from the Swan River to the
open farmlands of the Lower Valley. Although no
new species have been added to our cumulative list
(139 spp), last year we were pleasantly surprised to
find record numbers of American Robins, only our
second Spotted Towhee in the history of the count,
and new high counts for Pygmy Nuthatch,
Townsend'’s Solitaire, and Cedar Waxwings, among
the 82 species we found. Glaucous Gull and Red-
naped Sapsucker were count-week firsts.

We've already seen 90 species over the
short history of the Kalispell count, and last year we

counted 66 species for the second year in a row.
This count circle is centered at Reserve and 93,
and includes lots of riparian areas, West Valley and
the Smith Valley,

Evergreen and Foy’s Canyon. Though we don'’t get
the variety of waterbirds that we see at Bigfork,
Blue Jays and Bohemian Waxwings abound, and
we always get a great variety of raptors. Last year
the waxwings really put on a show; our total of
11,059 Bohemian Waxwings was far and away the
continental high, with Bozeman a distant second
with less than 5,000. No doubt the 5 Merlins we
counted were also pleased with these numbers!
Our rarest birds were a Common Grackie and a
Rusty Blackbird, neither of which we've ever
counted at Bigfork! CONTINUED CN PAGE 4

FAS CALENDAR OF EVENTS FOR
DECEMBER 2002

Monday, December 9: THE FAS GENERAL
MEETING will feature Missoula biologist Diana
Tombeck who will present a program on the
relationship between the Clark’s Nutcracker and the
Whitebark Pine. The meeting will begin a 7:30PM at
the Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks building at 490
N. Meridian Rd in Kalispell. A FAS board of
directors meeting will be held prior to the general
meeting at 5:30PM. Everyone is welcome.
Thursday, December 12: Early Winter Birds of
the Flathead: A Christmas Count Primer will be
presented by Dan Casey from 7 to 9 pm at the
library of Flathead Junior High School. Dan will
present his popular slide show to help us identify
the birds we might encounter during the Christmas
Bird Count. Everyone is welcome.

CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNT INFORMATION CAN
BE FOUND ON PAGE 5.

Saturday, Jan. 4, 2003: Ski Field Tri to the
McDonald Creek Oxbow

Sunday, Jan. 12, 2003: Raptor Viewing in the
Mission Valley. FOR MORE INFO ON THE FIELD
TRIPS PLEASE SEE PAGE 3
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The snowy mountains are shining pink in
the late afternoon sunshine, it has been another
incomparable day here in paradise. The river is still
unfrozen but they haven't lowered the water much
yet and so the usual flocks of ducks and geese that
gather in the bay are not here. Flocks of geese fly
over on their way to the fields to the north and only
occasionally land in the water. The resident family
of mallards can be heard over by the far shoreline.
The sun sets quickly this time of the year and the
shining mountains only shine for a short time.
Tonight the sky is clear and quiet, not a breeze
stirs. As | stood by the waters edge drinking in the
early November evening a large flying silhouette
glides across the sky, a Great Blue Heron flew in to
land near the ducks on the far shore. Itis easy on a
calm peaceful evening such as this to think about
days gone by and that which is to come.

The final month of the year will soon be
here with its short snowy days and long star-filled
nights. December is a nice month, but | say that
about every month they all have good points and
bad. Some mornings in December one can wake to
a white pristine world covered with snow, it may be
10F below zero but it is fantastic and | look forward
to these snowy mornings. On these mornings the
lines of familiar things are muted and flow gracefully
one into the other. Beneath the birdfeeders are the
tiny tracks of the early risers that come in search of
sustenance after the long dark cold of the night just
past. | will put on my coat and hat and boots before
| get dressed on mornings such as these to brush
the snow off of the feeders and from beneath them
so the feathered ones can glean a few sunflower
seeds and cracked corn for breakfast. It is
exhilarating to walk out into that pristine world the
cold air will wake me as nothing else can.

December, too, can have the most
extraordinary nights; dark clear nights where you
can see forever into the heavens. The stars on
such nights are so very bright, the long path of the
Milky Way clearly visible. The colder it is the more
brightly the stars shine it seems to me. | am looking
forward to those bright starry nights. If one is truly A
fortunate the hoot of an alert owl might be heard. ¢/
There is a lot to be said about the snowy pristine

=
days and nights of December. | can hardly wait. 4‘{‘&
~—d

It is the days gone by that are worth
pondering during this last month of the year. Every
year has it trials and tribulations, its joys and
treasures. Time goes on whether we count the
days or not and we humans like to count the days
and months in a formal fashion, we like to have a

beginning and an end. It gives structure to our lives
and at the end of a year it allows us to take a look
at the past and be hopeful for the future.

There were some very notable things in the
past year for me. | didn’t have a chance to go
birdwatching very much, sadly. The hours that | did
spend in the field were very special. | would like to
share a few of those experiences with you and
encourage you to take a few moments this month to
ponder the year that will soon be past.

On the 3 of February two Varied Thrushes
showed up in the yard, the next day there were four
and later in the week there were seven. They were
very early this year and they could not go into the
high country. They stayed in my yard for many
weeks and they sang that thrilling song and | would
get up early every morning just to hear them sing.

In early April | drove over to Freezeout
Lake to witness the remarkable spectacle of the
snow goose migration for the very first time. It was
one of the most amazing things | have ever
experienced in my life and will be one of my fondest
memories until the end of my days. Dark skies to
the east and a sun setting in the west set the stage.
Thousands of Snow Geese flew high into the sky
and as they flew higher formed into long skeins in
the sky. There before me against the dark eastern
sky were hundreds of skeins of white birds looking
just like strands of pearls as they flew into the
distance. _

The end of May on a bright sunny day |
found a pair of Western Tanagers bathing in a small
puddle in my overgrown garden. The tanagers
stayed around for many weeks and every now and
again | would catch a brilliant flash of yellow and
orange as they chased each other through the
trees.

The month of October was especially
beautiful this year and one day early in the month
my sister and | drove to the Swan River NWR. It
was a lovely, warm, sunny day and we walked on
the Bog Road all the way to an oxbow of the Swan
River without getting our feet wet. We found an old
weathered log to sit on and basked in the late
afternoon sunshine. There were dozens of beautiful
dragonflies flitting over the water, wings sparkling in
the sunshine. A kingfisher kept us company. The
world seemed very far away. As we walked back to
the car a warm breeze blew in our faces and the
cattails rustled with a very satisfying sound. We saw
very few birds that day but the memory of this day
will linger into the cold days of winter.

We all must remember to live for the
present, the past is but a memory and the future is
a mystery. | wish for you good memories and a
happy holiday. Leslie Kehoe
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DECEMBER PROGRAM: THE
CLARK’S NUTCRACKER-
WHITEBARK PINE
RELATIONSHIP: An
uncertain future.

Colorado-based researcher Diana
Tomback has long studied the relationship between
whitebark pine and Clark's nutcrackers. At the
December 9 meeting of Flathead Audubon, she will
discuss the regeneration of whitebark pine as a
result of Clark's nutcracker dispersal of the pine
seeds as well as the current status of whitebark
pine. As part of her graduate work, she became the
first researcher to study the year-round behavior of
the Clark’s Nutcracker.

Tomback's discussion is jointly sponsored
by Flathead Audubon and The Learning Center in
Glacier National Park. The meeting begins at 7:30

p.m. December 9 in the meeting room of the
Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife and Parks
building in Kalispell.

Tomback, a professor of biology at
University of Colorado at Denver, is currently on
sabbatical leave and is working for four months at
the Science Center in Glacier National Park. As part
of her work, she is studying post-fire whitebark
regeneration with Glacier Park research biologist % *
Kate Kendall.

Whitebark pine is one of the five ‘stone
pines’ that rely on birds to disperse their seeds. The
whitebark pine seeds have evolved to be cached by
nutcrackers and can remain dormant for several
years before they germinate. Whitebark pine was
historically common at high-elevations, but in the
past several decades has been decimated by white
pine blister rust, a fatal fungal disease introduced
from Europe early in the 1900s.

The Clark’s Nutcracker, which prefers
whitebark and limber pine seeds over other foods,
will be affected as blister rust continues to take its
toll on five-needled pines like whitebark and limber
pine.

Whitebark pine is well-recognized as an
important wildlife food source and an important
species in forest development after fire. The loss of
whitebark pine means less fall food for bears, which
eat the seeds prior to hibernation. The decline of
whitebark pine also means less food for other birds
and small mammails.

Tomback, a founder and current director of
the non-profit Whitebark Pine Ecosystem
Foundation based in Missoula, is an advocate of
whitebark pine restoration efforts, which include
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prescribed burning and planting of blister rust-
resistant seedlings. The foundation helps to fund
restoration projects and educate the public about
the on-going losses of whitebark pine.

Tomback is the author of many scientific
papers focusing Clark's nutcrackers and particularly
the ecology of whitebark pine. She was the chief
editor of ‘Whitebark pine communities:Ecology and
Restoration’ published in 2001 by Island Press.

FAS FIELD TRIPS

Saturday, Jan. 4, 2003: Join Sue and Jim Swab for
a Glacier National Park ski fieldtrip . We will meet
at the Apgar Visitor Center at 10:00 a.m. and hike in
search of waterfowl to the Ox Bow area of lower
McDonald Creek, then towards the Apgar Mountain
Lookout Trailhead. Roundtrip: about 6 miles.

Bring a lunch. For more information, contact Jim at
387-4299 suejim@bigsky.net.

Sunday, Jan. 12, 2003: Please join FAS for a field
trip to the Mission Valley. We will be roaming the
backroads in search of the raptors that frequent the
valley in the midst of winter. We will focus on
raptors such as Rough-legged Hawks, Red-tailed
Hawks, eagles and the occasional falcon. In years
past we have seen Short-earred Owls, Snow
Buntings, waterfowl of all kinds, Townsend’s
Solitaire and even a frosty American Robin or two.
It is always an enjoyable trip, come spend a day
watching some of the fascinating birds of winter.
We will meet at 8:00AM at the Park and Ride
across from the White Oak Lodge (formerly The
Ramada Inn) on Highways 93 and 82 (the Somers
cut across road) and return in the late afternoon. If
you would like to attend the trip or for more
information please call Leslie Kehoe at 837-4467.

Saturday, Jan. 25, 2003: Sue and Jim Swab will
lead a ski fieldtrip to the Lake McDonald Ranger
Station at the head of Lake McDonald, then
continue towards Kelly Camp. We will meet at the
gated area of the Going-To-The-Sun Road (above
Lake McDonald Lodge) at 10:00 a.m. Roundtrip is
about 8 miles. Bring a lunch. For more information,
contact Jim at 387-4299 or suejim@bigsky.net.




