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For over a century, Audubon has been a leading voice 
encouraging conservation of precious habitat and wild-
life for future generations. Audubon's earliest noted 
success came in 1900, when members urged Congress 
to pass legislation making interstate trafficking of ille-
gally killed birds and animals a crime, while prohibit-
ing the importation of non-native and potentially inva-
sive species.   This could be consider as supporting 
biodiversity before it was defined.  

As a local chapter of the National Audubon Society, 
Prairie and Timbers Audubon Society focuses on envi-
ronmental and conservation issues involving local 
North Texas birds and wildlife.  With most of its mem-
bers living in the Blackland Prairie biome of Texas, 
supporting the native ecosystem is an immense task 
because less than 1% of the native prairie is left.  The 
Blackland Prairies were an expanse of tallgrass prairie 
with diverse native grasses, flowers, and other plants 
growing and blooming in succession throughout the 
year. Bison, pronghorn, grassland birds, black bears, 
mountain lions, butterflies, and other wildlife were 
abundant within the rich Blackland Prairies.   The prai-
ries having a highly productive soil and suitable cli-
mate were all but destroyed for agriculture use and 
now urban sprawl creeps over the spent fields.   Many 
native species from microbes to the mammals have 
disappeared or many more are threatened reducing the 
biodiversity of the region and consequently the quality 
of the ecosystem.  

Interestingly enough, birding is an activity that cele-
brates diversity.  The more species to discover, the 
more interesting birding becomes.  In order to observe 
new species, birders are fanatics and extensive  travel-
ers.   Think of birders as lovers of bird biodiversity.  

Because of the high interest in bird species there are 

 few species left unidentified and the biodiversity is 
well known.  However the biodiversity of birds is di-
rectly linked to the biodiversity of the underlying eco-
system including the biodiversity of animals, insects, 
and plants.   Monitoring bird species becomes a way of 
measuring biodiversity and a healthy environment. Re-
cording in E-bird (the Cornell database) is important. 
Now days if a bird species declines it is most likely 
due to the decline in its habitat.   

But biodiversity is key to human survival too.  Here is 
a quote from Dr. Wilson, the renowned Harvard biolo-
gist that illustrates the linking of our species with oth-
ers.  “Most people are indifferent or repelled by the 
generality of insects. They are unaware that these 
small creatures, along with flowering plants, compose 
the environmental foundation on which human life de-
pends. Insects are among the key agents that manufac-
ture and turn the soil, consume dead plants and ani-
mals, provide food as prey for other animals from 
nematode worms to birds and mammals, pollinate and 
disperse the seeds of the flowering plants, and through 
all these functions distribute vital nutrients through the 
ecosystems we call home. Take away insects and the 
terrestrial habitats would collapse, and, soon afterward, 
prideful Homo Sapiens.”   

As birders we certainly do not wish to take away in-
sects and the vital direct role they play as food for so 
many of the birds we enjoy, but we see it runs deeper 
than that.  As birders we should want to support biodi-
versity both directly and by educating the public about 
our ecosystem.   In this newsletter you find several ar-
ticles on efforts directed to these goals.  I ask you to 
participate in PTAS to further these goals and contrib-
ute with your labor and dollars but most of all with 
your fun.  Keep birding and measuring local biodiver-
sity and keep the ecosystem healthy, it is important 
work.  - Merrick Darley 

October/November 2010 

 
  

 Birding, Biodiversity and Fun 
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November 23- Grad students research reports 
Two graduate students from Southeast Oklahoma State 
University will share their latest findings on nesting 
tree swallows and prothonotary warblers. Ross and 
Tina are both very enthusiastic about their research 
which will make for an interesting and informative 
meeting.  PTAS donations have supported these stud-
ies. This is a wonderful example of the synergy of 
PTAS with students getting an education doing re-
search on birds they love, members getting entertain-
ing programs and the results of recent avian studies, 
and the environment having two new professionals 
who understand its needs.      
  
January 25- "South of 9: Birds of the Panama Canal 
Zone" 
Dr. Doug Wood of Southeast Oklahoma State Univer-
sity will share photos of his March 2010 trip to central 
Panama, including the birds, other wildlife and flora, 
and discussion about tropical habitat and behavior. Dr. 
Wood is one of our most popular speakers- his scien-
tist/birder mentality always translates to a fun and in-
formative program. Not to mention he show great pho-
tos such as the one in the next column.   
  
Please contact Carolyn Oldham with any program or 
speaker suggestions. 

Sat, Nov 13 - - 2nd Sat. at the Heard Museum 9:00 am 
Leader: Gailon Brehm 
Length: 1.5-2 Hours 
Meeting Place: Heard Museum  
Notes: Register in advance at 972-562-5566 

Sun, Dec 5  - - White Rock Lake 8:00am 
Leader: Chris Runk 
Length: 2-3 Hours 

Meeting Place: Parking lot on Winstead off Garland 
Road (the Spillway area) 
Notes: Combined trip with Audubon Dallas  

Sat, Dec 11  - 2nd Sat. at the Heard Museum 9:00 am 
Leader: Gailon Brehm 
Length: 1.5-2 Hours 
Meeting Place: Heard Museum  
Notes: Register in advance at 972-562-5566 

Sun, Dec 26 - McKinney Christmas Bird Count 7:00 am 
Leader:  Roger Sanderson, 972-333-5671 
Meeting Place: Heard Museum . 
Notes:  See article in this newsletter  

Sat, Jan 22 - Hagerman National Wildlife Refuge  8:00am 
Leader: Carolyn Oldham and Jerri Kerr 
Length: 2-3 Hours 
Meeting Place: Refuge headquarters 
Car Pool: 6:30am at the Kohl’s on the east side of 
north 75 (Central Expwy)  
Notes: RSVP Karen Carbiener 972-824-2878 or 

Birdzilla.com 

 

 

Over 4000 pages of information. 

10,000 images of wild birds 

Fun and Games 

Chapter Meeting Schedule 

Field Trip Schedule 

White Necked Jacobin Hummingbird 
Photo by Dr. Wood 
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Recently I got a call from Scott Jarrell, reporter for 
Channel 11 News asking for a "bird expert" to answer 
his questions on camera about the "migration" of birds 
he was seeing. He picked me because I hold the es-
teemed title of Former President of PTAS.  

I met Scott at a parking lot near 75 and Mc Dermott in 
Allen and explained that he was seeing European Star-
lings and Great-tailed Grackles coming in to roost for 
the evening. Some questions that came up: 

Why are we seeing so many of these birds here now? 

First, winter is coming. Even though we have birds of 
these species in Collin County year round, more of 
them are now moving in from the north where food is 
less abundant during the cold season. Second, night is 
approaching and these particular birds have selected 
this site to roost and sleep. They were dispersed 
around the area during the day, feeding, but now at 
sundown they are collecting in large groups to social-
ize and find a spot to sleep. Another point is that these 
two species have adapted well to contact with people; 
so they can pick roost sites like this shopping center. 
Other species avoid human contact but neither of these 
is particularly threatened by being close to us. 

Why are they flying around like that? 

I don’t know; my guess is that since they are social, 
flocking birds they like to be together in large groups 
and flying together is simply fun. The starlings, the 
smaller of the kinds of birds we are seeing, are excel-
lent flyers. They engage in beautiful synchronized 
flight displays near sundown. Their movement is much 
like Herring swimming. The larger grackles are not 
flying as much; instead they are sitting together and 
making a lot of noise, another social behavior.  

Why are you so interested in birds? 

I’m an amateur naturalist and am interested in all ani-
mals. Birds are especially interesting since their flight 
behavior is so beautiful. Birders like me like to be able 
to identify all the kinds that we see. The starlings we 
see flying behind us here are identified by the pointed 
shape of their wings, their short, blunt tails, the fact 

that they are mostly black in color, and the way that 
they move. Migration is fascinating as well; these 
blackbirds don’t migrate very far, but there are others, 
like some of the tiny yellow warblers, that migrate 
from the arctic tundra to the tropics each year! 

The last thing the reporter asked me was if these birds 
were ever scary. He was trying to put a Halloween 
twist to the story, but I told him he would have to get 
that perspective from someone else, not a bird lover! 

Gailon Brehm 

Well, it’s about that time again!  We NEED your help 
in our annual Christmas Bird Count, which we always 
do the day after Christmas.  So, please put it on your 
calendar!  This year it falls on a Sunday, so I’m ex-
pecting a good turnout.  The more participants, the 
more eyes looking, and the more accurate the count. 

We will meet at the Heard Natural Science Museum, 
McKinney, Tx at 7:00am on Dec 26. 

The McKinney area is divided up into 9 zones includ-
ing the Heard Sanctuary.   If you would like to lead 
one of these zones, please let me know.   

And don’t worry if you’re not an expert birder, this 
is a FUN activity where you can learn identification 
skills! 

There is a $5 registration fee to National Audubon. 
Lunch will be provided.   

Roger Sanderson 
Count Coordinator 
rsanderson@heardmuseum.org 
972-562-5566 ext. 273 
Cell: 972-333-5671 

How About Those Blackbirds? 

Starlings Flocking 

Audubon Christmas Birdcount 
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The Prairie and Timbers Audubon Chapter helped fund 
the irrigation system for the Heard Natural Science 
Museum’s new Butterfly garden.  The system was in-
stalled in the summer 2009 and the garden invited its 
first butterflies this year.  

For the past two years the Heard Natural Science Mu-
seum in McKinney has had a Native Texas Butterfly 
Exhibit during which they release 100 butterflies each 
week from May through September in an enclosed 
“house” so visitors can get up close and personal with 
many of our Texas butterflies.  To add to the total ex-
perience and to serve as an educational tool for back-
yard gardens, an extensive butterfly garden was de-
signed to adjoin the butterfly house at the museum.  

Roger Sanderson, Heard biologist and PTAS board 
member, prefers calling it  a “pollinator garden” to 
help the public grasp the idea of butterflies as only part 
of the critical army of pollinators and an important cog 
in the total ecology of our natural world.  However it is  
the delicate butterfly that attracts the people to the gar-
den where they can there be enlightened as to the but-
terflies’ real function and can be induced to perhaps 
create their own pollinator habitat, thus the title of But-
terfly garden has its advantages.  

Obviously, what endears the butterfly to people is its 
fragile form, it’s often bright colors, and most of all, 
the fact that it can’t bite or sting and is therefore quite 
defenseless.  It is a bit more difficult, however, to con-
vince the general populace, especially city dwellers 
with no experience in the outdoors, that many things 
that bite or sting like wasps and bees or things that re-
semble insects associated with filth-like flies and 
roaches - are usually quite harmless and are in fact 
critical to the pollination of many plants and subse-
quently many of the plant products we need - like 
food, textiles, drugs, and an array of others.  Likewise, 
unaware and inexperienced people need to realize that 
to have these beautiful butterflies, it is often necessary 
to sacrifice some of our vegetables and ornamental 
plants to their larvae. This is the challenge of the insti-
tutions and environmental organizations promoting 
healthy ecosystems.   

In addition to teaching about how essential pollinators 
are, why is it important to promote the creation of pol-
linator gardens in residential areas?   Not only is a but-

terfly garden a delightful creation for one’s yard, but it 
can be an important ecological benefit to the Texas 
environment. Seeing the delicate, brightly-colored but-
terflies flitting from flower to flower is always enter-
taining, but providing sustenance for butterflies, and 
just as important, other pollinators (like bees, wasps, 
and certain flies), may be critical in a landscape now 
devoid of the fields, woods, and prairies that once 
dominated our state. Butterflies need two types of 
food. Nectar is necessary for the adult butterflies and 
foliage, usually limited to a specific plant species for 
each different butterfly, for their caterpillars to feed on. 
Both types of food may be extremely limited in the 
highly developed metropolitan areas and may even be 
deficient, especially in drought years, in rural or agri-
cultural areas due to the conversion from native plants 
to introduced crops and invasive weeds.   So come to 
the Heard to see how you can help your ecosystem.  

See PTAS Funding at Work 

At the Butterfly Garden 

Female Eastern Tiger Swallowtail—Yellow Form 
Source Wikipedia 

Male Eastern Tiger Swallowtail 
Source Wikipedia 
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At the November 23 meeting, members will be invited 
to "shop" for gently used bird- and nature-related 
books and magazines, with the money spent being a 
donation to help fund the great projects the chapter 
supports.  The PTAS Board and Committee Chairs 
have donated quite a selection of books for the fund-
raising effort.  Here is a chance for you to treat 
yourself or someone else to fascinating stories, 
reference books and identification guides - and just in 
time to perhaps be holiday gifts! 

The books will not be marked with a price.  Members 
will be asked to donate what they can - knowing that 
all donations will support PTAS projects.  Funding 
area bird-related efforts is one of the main missions of 
our chapter, and the book sale will be a way for 
members to aid in this support.  f you have some 
gently used bird or nature related books and magazines 
you would like to donate to the cause please bring 
them to the November 23 meeting  

The Board especially invites members to attend the 
November meeting, as our guest speakers will be proof 
of the support our chapter has been able to give -- as 
we welcome Tina Newman and Ross Anderson, from 
Southeastern Oklahoma State University.  These 
graduate students will speak about their respective 
research - projects our PTAS chapter has helped with 
grants; grants made possible by our member's 
donations. 

See how that all makes a wonderful circle!  Members 
give generously, PTAS donates to projects which help 
birds, and the grantees come to entertain and educate 
us with the results of their research. 

It begins with each of us, with the dollars we 
donate.  The book sale will be a great way to give, and 
members will take away a good book or two to show 
for it! 

Jerri Kerr  

PTAS has long supported the research of students 
under Dr. Wood at Southeastern Oklahoma State 
University.  This helps monitor the biodiversity of the 
region, provides PTAS members with local avian 
knowledge, improve avian knowledge, and supports 
future wildlife professionals. Here is a report from 
Ross Anderson and Dr. Wood on the research.  
 
Report: 
The Tree Swallow (Tachycineta bicolor) is a Nearctic  
migrant that has expanded its historic range southward. 
Little is known about Tree Swallow natural history in 
the southern part of its distribution. Our objective was 
to study nesting biology and site fidelity of the Tree 
Swallow at Red Slough Wildlife Management Area 
(WMA) at the southern extent of this species’ range in 
2009-2010.  We documented high nest box use (41-
71%) by Tree Swallows with typical mean clutch sizes 
(4.9-5.5 eggs/nest). Tree Swallows fledged a high 
percentage of their young (4.0-4.8 young/nest). Our 
data indicated that Red Slough is a source population 
with active recruitment. We banded 48% more Tree 
Swallows in 2010 (116 versus 240) indicating that 
conditions were more ideal in 2010 (i.e., better nest 
box placement, earlier opening date, more nesting 
pairs). We documented a 19% recapture rate which 
indicated Tree Swallows site fidelity at Red Slough 
WMA. Several fledglings from 2009 returned to Red 
Slough WMA and successfully nested which indicated 
population recruitment. In conclusion, we had two 
strong field seasons and met our research objectives. 
We are deeply grateful to Prairie and Timbers 
Audubon for their support of this project.   
Ross Anderson and Douglas R. Wood   
 

Tree Swallow Research Book Sale !  

A Fund Raiser for PTAS 

Tree Swallow Tree Swallows around nesting box 
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We received the following email from Kathy Whaley 
Refuge Manager of Hagerman National Wildlife Ref-
uge.  PTAS  has given Hagerman NWR grants in the 
previous two years for prairie restoration efforts.   One 
of the photos included in the email is in the next col-
umn.  

Email: 

I wanted to give you an update on the PTAS grant to 
Hagerman. In 2009, the site was burned and native 
grass/flower seeds were planted. This year, we have 
cleared all woody vegetation from the 20 acre corner 
and piled the brush to dry for burning very soon. 
Through a "working with volunteers" grant, we pur-
chased more grass seed that will be planted in Novem-
ber. With your $1,000 grant, we purchased a fall mix 
of native wildflower seeds that will be blended into the 
grass mix at a fairly heavy rate. 

Our new 8,000 sq. foot visitor center/administrative 
facility is under construction and will be completed 
March 2011. We plan to continue working on the site 
off Bennett Lane (site mentioned above) to expand it 
as large as is feasible. For the next few weeks, we have 
shifted our efforts to an area along Refuge Road as you 
approach the visitor center to make improvements by 
mowing, clearing unwanted trees and planting native 
grasses/ wildflowers there as well. We will be purchas-
ing a new main refuge entrance sign and want to make 
the approach to the new facility as attractive to peo-
ple and wildlife as possible. 

I have attached a receipt where Friends of Hagerman 
purchased seeds from Turner Seed Company with your 
grant. Thank you for your continued support. Let me 
know if anyone wants to come see the site. 

Kathy Whaley 

At the beginning of the year, PTAS awarded a grant 
for habitat restoration and garden development at the 
Heard.  It provides funds for seed, chemicals, and 
equipment for ongoing and new restoration at the sanc-
tuary.  Specifically included was funding for restora-
tion around the bird banding nets to improve the habi-
tat with native shrubs and adapt it to needs of the bird 
banding activity.  As an example, large trees have 

grown up around the nets allowing the birds to fly over 
the nets and avoid banding.   

The grant to the Heard also supports the Native Plant 
Garden and other gardens by funding tools, plants, and 
chemicals for use in the gardens.  There are several 
new plant species the Heard would like to add to the 
garden to increase the number of species on display.  
The garden areas at the Heard are educational tools to 
promote habitat that supports native wildlife and 
plants.  

To date $500 of the grant has been spent for equipment  
consisting of a large number of used maintenance 
equipment purchased from a previous employee right 
before he moved.  This included three lawnmowers, a 
desperately needed item.   Trees around the bird band-
ing nets have been removed in preparation for planting 
of the native shrubs.  With the fall planting season 
coming up an order is being prepared for the plants to 
be planted around the nets used by the banders.  For 
the greatest survival success it was best to plant them 
in the fall.  

Prairie Restoration at Hagerman 

Habitat Restoration  

at Heard Museum 

Prairie Restoration  

at Hagerman NWR 



Rustlin’s - 7 

 

The concept of county birding is to inspire people to go 
birding in places that don't typically get much coverage. 
Some counties in North Texas have very few eBird 
checklists, while others have a concentration of data 
around major birding hotspots but not much coverage 
elsewhere. The PTAS board wanted to promote birding 
at these off the beaten path locations in coordination 
with the efforts being promoted by Cornell Orthinologi-
cal Labs. Data from these efforts will help fill holes in 
our coverage across North Texas, and help scientists 
accurately model bird distribution and abundance in 
ways never before imaginable.  

When visiting a new county you should try to do two 
things: 
1. Design your survey to maximize the number of spe-
cies recorded to ensure the most complete coverage of a 
region 
2. Use the protocols outlined below so that your data 
will be usable for the most rigorous analyses 

The PTAS board wants to encourage local birders to 
focus on birding in the under represented local counties. 
We would like you adopt an under birded county for a 
year. Make plans to go as often as you can to the county 
whether it is once every season or once a month. Ex-
plore new areas to bird and then submit your findings to 
eBird to help the counties with low counts and improve 
the accuracy of eBird.  If you can help us contact Geor-
gette Guernsey (972-542-8089) or Merrick Darley 
(hmdarley@gmail.com) to let us know which county 
you are adopting.  Check out the Sept 2010 newsletter 
to see which counties are under birded.  

When visiting a county for the first time, the first thing 
birders will want to do is visit the places that will be 
obviously good for birds (e.g., National Wildlife Ref-
uges, lakes, and birder favorites like dumps and sewage 
plants). In addition to these obvious choices, it's impor-
tant to make observations at other locations that might 
seem less 'birdy'. A good way to ensure complete cov-
erage of a county is to determine what kinds of habitats 
are available. There are relatively simple ways to do 
this now by using freely available online tools. For ex-
ample, using Google Maps we can visually explore a 
county, and quickly determine what the major habitat 
types are, especially if we set the map view to 
"satellite" mode. Ask yourself simple questions like, "Is 
there a lot of agriculture in the county?" If so, make 
sure that you schedule some bird counts there. The best 
thing to do is to design a route that allows you to hit as 
many habitats as possible in your allotted time. If you 
only have one day, make sure to sample a few areas 
outside the obvious choices for birds; habitats like agri-

cultural fields, barren desert, mountain slopes, and even 
suburban and downtown areas in cities each have their 
own suite of birds and should be intentionally included 
in any serious county birding effort. 

For this effort Cornell Labs notes that there are two 
types of locations: 1. birder-selected locations (that 
means you picked it!); and 2. random locations (that 
means you didn't!). How you record birds at each of 
these locations differs slightly. 

The concept of the "birder-selected location" is any lo-
cation where you decide to stop because you think it 
has potential to produce good birding. Use your "birder 
intuition" to find these! For example, if you're driving 
along and you see a lake that is full of shorebirds and 
ducks, you'll obviously want to stop there and do a 
checklist. This will be your first "birder-selected loca-
tion". At "birder-selected locations" you are free to bird 
as you see fit, as long as you use one of the effort-based 
protocols (e.g., traveling, stationary, or area count) and 
keep a complete checklist of birds. You can spend as 
much time as you like, and try to find as many birds of 
as many species as possible. 

For "random locations" the goal is to record bird obser-
vations from locations that were not selected by you 
because they looked good for birds. By including ran-
dom places that may or may not be good birding, the 
results might be more representative of the available 
habitat in a given region. Ideally, for each "birder-
selected location" where you do a count, you'll do a 
second count at a "random location". To find your first 
"random location" simply travel a specified distance 
from your last "birder-selected location", stop at the 
next safe pull-off, and then do a count. How far do you 
have to travel? That depends on the habitat. The options 
are 3 and 5 miles. If you can stop after 3 miles and you 
feel reasonably sure that you won't be counting the 
same birds you just counted at the previous stop (e.g., 
forests) then go for it. If you are in open country, you 
might want to use 5 miles instead, just to make sure 
you're not counting that distant Red-tailed Hawk twice. 
What you shouldn't do is drive 3 miles, say to yourself, 
"this looks terrible for birds", and then keep going to 5. 
If it's safe, pull off and do a count, regardless of what it 
looks like. What kind of count do you have to do once 
you get there? At "random locations" eBird asks that 
you spend at least 5 minutes counting birds and use the 
new protocol called "eBird Random Count". This new 
protocol requires date, start time, duration, number of 
observers, and distance traveled (can be zero!). By us-
ing this protocol eBird can identify the location as a 
random location, which will be important for analysis. 

Source material: http://ebird.org/content/ebird/about/
county_birding 

County Birding 
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 Note: If you would like to receive email notifications when the newsletters are available, or 

to update your email address, please contact Merrick Darley at  

 hmdarley@prairieandtimbers.org. 
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Membership Application 

___ I would like to be a member of Prairie and Timbers Audubon 
Society (PTAS), knowing that my annual membership dues will 
be used to support local bird-related projects and habitats. En-
closed is my check for $12 (includes all family members at a 
single address) made out to: PTAS.  PTAS is a 501(c)(3) chari-
table organization; your membership fee and any donations 
made to PTAS are tax deductible. 

____I would also like to support the National Audubon Society, 
where my annual membership dues will be used nationally and 
globally. Enclosed is my check for the special new-member 
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How did you hear about Prairie and Timbers Audubon Society? 

_____From a member of PTAS 
_____From the PTAS website 

_____Other (please specify)_______________________________________________ 

Mail to: Prairie and Timbers Audubon Society  
c/o Georgette Guernsey, 6405 Oak Hollow Lane  
McKinney, TX 75070  
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