2012 Wings Across the Big Sky

Field Trips and Keynote Speaker, Peter Sherrington

It’s not too early to begin planning for your June vacation. During winter, when birds are sparse, it’s easy to dream of long summer days and abundant birds. Where you will find plenty is in beautiful Flathead Valley. Come join us for Montana Audubon’s Annual Bird Festival, this year co-hosted by Flathead Audubon Society, June 8–10 at the Hilton Garden Inn in Kalispell.

However, while birders and outdoor enthusiasts plan for summer, raptor experts were keeping track of spectacular fall migrations, and are now crunching the numbers from those counts. Peter Sherrington is one of those experts, and we’re thrilled to have him as our keynote speaker this year! Peter is a geologist/paleontologist who in 1992 gave up a career in the oil industry to study Golden Eagle migration in Alberta’s Rocky Mountains. He is the founder and Research Director of the Rocky Mountain Eagle Research Foundation and currently lives in the hamlet of Beaver Mines, Alberta. After Saturday morning’s field trips you will want to join us for Peter’s lunchtime keynote, “Twenty Years of Golden Eagle Migration Studies in the Alberta Rockies: the Big Picture Begins to Emerge.”

In addition to our keynote topic, we are keeping with our theme, “Birding and Conservation: The Crown of the Continent,” by featuring two pre-festival workshops on Friday, June 8th (more on these next month). As for field trips we have 28 planned!—14 each on Saturday and Sunday—guided by knowledgeable birders and naturalists familiar with the species and their habitats in the Flathead Valley, Glacier National Park and the surrounding area. Here is just a brief sampling of some of those trips to contemplate as you look forward to the upcoming Bird Festival:

Glacier National Park is the jewel of the Crown of the Continent, where birding is unique and worthwhile. We’ll focus on neotropicals and the spectacular Harlequin Duck, exploring various habitats on the west side of GNP from lush riparian areas to dense forest, from meadows to rushing streams. We’ll walk along McDonald Creek looking and listening for warblers, vireos, flycatchers and ducks including Townsend’s Warblers, Warbling Vireos and possibly a Pileated Woodpecker. 

Biking and Birding on the Rails to Trails to Somers.  Dan Casey, of the American Bird Conservancy, will lead a level 15-mile round trip on the new Rails to Trails system from the conference hotel.  You’ll encounter riparian shrublands, wetlands, grasslands, and forest, with target species including Clay-Colored Sparrow, Spotted Towhee, Nashville Warbler, Willow Flycatcher, Calliope Hummingbird and more. A pastry shop stop in Somers will refuel the return trip to Kalispell.

A Walk through the Owen Sowerwine Natural Area.  This trip will be a pleasant morning wander through this 442-acre undisturbed riparian forest habitat on the Flathead River managed by Flathead Audubon, where over 80 species of birds can be seen, including Red-eyed and Warbling Vireos, Bullock’s Oriole, Vaux’s Swift, Black-headed Grosbeak, and Calliope Hummingbird. Along the river we may see Wood Duck, Common Goldeneye, Spotted Sandpiper, Bank Swallow and Great Blue Heron.

Bison, Birds and Blooms of the National Bison Range.  This tour of grasslands, uplands, and streamside thickets of the Bison Range will reveal abundant wildflowers and a remarkable diversity of birds, from Bullock’s Orioles to Golden Eagles, from Rock Wrens to Western Wood-Pewees, and from Lazuli Buntings to Lewis’s Woodpeckers.  We will also get to see bison calves frolicking in the meadows. We will walk along the trails in the picnic area and along the Jocko River. The panoramic view from the top of the Bison Range encompasses the Mission Valley to the north, the magnificent Mission Mountains to the east, and a long view of the Flathead River to the south.

Birding by Ear on the Way to Tally Lake.  Explore a wide variety of habitats on the way to Tally Lake, Montana’s deepest lake. At the campground one can see every warbler species found in northwestern Montana. Neotropical migrants such as American Redstarts, Wilson’s Warblers, Northern Waterthrush, and Fox Sparrows inhabit the streamside thickets. Townsend’s Warblers and Western Tanagers sing in thick conifer stands nearby, and Common Loons and Bald Eagles breed along the shore. This trip will focus on both bird identification in the field and birding by ear.

Lost Trail National Wildlife Refuge.  Formally a working ranch, being returned to its original habitat, it is one of the best places to see grassland and riparian birds up close. The road through the Refuge wanders along wet meadows where Wilson’s Snipe, Brewer’s Blackbirds, and Vesper Sparrows sit on fence posts next to the road. The abundant songs and calls of various warblers and flycatchers can be heard from the thickets along the road. Dahl Lake, a large shallow lake on the Refuge, has breeding populations of Black Terns, Ruddy Ducks, Grebes—Red-necked, Pied-billed, Horned, and Eared—and Sandhill Cranes. Overhead we are likely to see Golden and Bald Eagles soaring on the wind as both species breed here. 

For more information please contact Montana Audubon Bird Festival Coordinator, Larissa Berry at lberry@mtaudubon.org or 406-443-3949, or any Board Member of Flathead Audubon Society.
