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Peeps from the Prez   by Paul Loehnen 
 
 

Last month I wrote about 
the Corvid family of birds, 
primarily because of their 
superior intelligence and the 
elevated status they have in 
many cultures. After taking a 
MOLLI course offered by 
Bret Tobalske on the Biology 
of Bird Flight I have become 
fascinated by the bird family 

Diomedeidae to which the Albatrosses belong. An 
albatross aloft can be a spectacular site. These 
feathered giants have the longest wingspan of any 
bird, up to 11 feet!  
 
Albatrosses are at sea for protracted periods of 
time and thus drink sea water. They need to lower 
their salt content with an enlarged nasal gland that 
forms a 5% saline solution that is forcibly ejected 
out of their nose. This is a remarkable adaptation 
for a bird out at sea sometimes for years, but the 
most amazing aspects of these birds are the details 
of their efficient flight. 
 

          Albatrosses travel huge distances with two 
techniques used by many long winged seabirds, 
dynamic and slope soaring. Dynamic soaring 
enables them to minimize the effort needed by 
gliding across wave fronts gaining energy from the 
vertical wind gradient. Slope soaring is more 
straightforward: the Albatross turns to the wind, 
gaining height, from where it can then glide back 
down to the sea. Albatross have high glide ratios, 
around 22, meaning that for every meter they 
drop, they can travel forward 22 meters. They are 
aided in soaring by a shoulder –lock, a sheet of 
tendon that locks the wing when fully extended, 
allowing the wing to be ke pt outstretched without 
any muscular expenditure. Albatrosses combine 
these soaring techniques with predictable weather 
systems: albatrosses in the southern hemisphere 
flying north will take a cl ockwise route, and those 
flying south will fly counterclockwise. Albatrosses 
are so well adapted to this lifestyle that their heart 
rates while flying are close to their basal heart 
rates when resting. These are truly amazing 
adaptations for a bird that literally spends years out 
at sea and can sleep on the wing.  

 

Field Trips  by Larry Weeks 
 
 
Saturday, November 7, 2009:   The field trip to 
Smurfit-Stone was dominated by waterfowl which 
were present in large numbers.  I would estimate 
that there were 500 Canada geese, 200 mallards, 
and 50-100 green-winged teal, northern shovelers, 
ring-necked ducks, American wigeons, and 
buffleheads.  We had 13 species of ducks.  Mixed 
in with the ducks were several eared grebes and 
one pied-billed grebe.  Shorebirds were hard to find 
but we ended up with half a dozen killdeer and 3 
long-billed dowitchers.  Raptors included red-tailed 
hawks, bald eagles, a northern harrier, and an 
American kestrel on the road to the pulp mill.  The 
most interesting episode involved a juvenile 
northern harrier while it was hunting the New 
Wetlands.  It caught a sm all bird and then let it 
escape.  The great blue herons were quite plentiful 
and at one time, we had 8 standing on the dike in 
front of our caravan.  The bi rds were hard to find in 
the walking segment on the South end and we 
were lucky to find a few American goldfinches and 
house finches.  The only other noteworthy bird was 
a juvenile white-crowned sparrow.  We had 34 
species for the day and there were 24 people on 
the tour which in cluded 5 UM students that were 
majoring in Environmental Studies.  When I 
returned home, I learned that there were 3 more 
UM students that did not arrive at the mill in time 
to catch the tour.  I contacted them and made 
arrangements to repeat the field trip on the 
following day.  Only 2 of th e students were able to 
make it on Sunday and we repeated the same field 
trip route.  We were able to find most of the same 
birds plus 2 special 
birds that we 
didn't have on 
Saturday; a merlin 
and a northern 
shrike.  We also 
watched a great 
blue heron catch a 
vole and dunk it in 
the water before 
swallowing it. 
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Birds of the Twelve Days of Christmas 
By Beverly Orth Geoghegan 
 

The Twelve Days of Christmas has been one of the 
most popular and most-recorded Christmas songs 
throughout the past century.  

Its meaning and origin is  debated. Some people 
believe that it was written as a secret catechism 
song by English Catholics, with each element in the 
carol being a code word for a religious reality. For 
example, the two turtle doves represent the old 
and new testaments, and the partridge in the pear 
tree represents Jesus. Others believe that the song 
was developed as a memory game for children. 
This is how the song was explained in a children’s 
book called Mirth Without Mischief, in 1780, the 
song’s earliest known publication.  

However, it is most popularly believed that the 
song is simply a secular song with a literal 
meaning, in which a young woman’s ‘true love’ 
bestows gifts upon her for twelve days.  

Regardless, the song celebrates the Christmas 
season with imagery of gifts, dancing, and music. 
Among the many gifts are: 12 Drummers 
Drumming, 11 Pipers Piping, 10 Lords a Leaping, 9 
Ladies Dancing, 8 Maids a Milking, 7 Swans a 
Swimming, 6 Geese a Laying, 5 Golden Rings, 4 
Calling Birds, 3 French Hens, 2 Turtle Doves, and a 
Partridge in a Pear Tree.  

Clearly, whoever wrote this song loves birds.  At 
least 28 birds are listed in the lyrics - 1 partridge, 2 
turtle doves, 3 French hens, 4 calling birds, 5 
golden rings, 6 geese-a-laying, and 7 swans-a-
swimming.  

On the first day of Christmas my true love sent to 
me: A Partridge in a Pear Tree. In England, the 
partridge has been a traditional game bird for 
centuries. The Red-legged Partridge  (Alectoris 
rufa) was commonly known to sit in pear trees, but 
the line may also refer to the Grey Partridge  
(Perdix perdix).   

On the second day of Christmas my true love sent 
to me: Two Turtle Doves. Doves have long 
symbolized love and fertility, and it is also a symbol 
of the Holy Spirit. As referenced specifically  

 

 

in the song, the Turtle Dove  (Streptopelia turtur ) 
is a small, dark dove, commonly seen during 
English summers.  

On the third day of Christmas my true love sent to 
me: Three French Hens. This gift most likely refers 
to fancy domesticated chickens  (Gallus gallus 
domesticus) from France. 

On the fourth day of Christmas my true love sent 
to me: Four Calling Birds. One usually interprets 
“calling bird” to mean “song bird.” However, it is 
widely accepted that the original gift was four “colly 
birds.” The word colly means “black.” Thus, the gift 
on the fourth day is likely the Common Blackbird  
(Turdus merula), ubiquitous in the UK and a 
popular food during Medieval times.  

On the fifth day of Christma s my true love sent to 
me: Five Golden Rings. While golden rings could 
refer to jewelry, the golden rings most likely refer 
to the gold rings on a pheasant’s neck. Why would 
the benefactor in this ballad vacillate from birds to 
jewelry to birds again? Common (Ring-necked) 
Pheasants  (Phasianus colchicus) were introduced 
to England from Asia in medieval times. Like many 
birds of that era, phea sants were yet another 
source of sustenance. 
 
On the sixth day of Christmas my true love sent to 
me: Six Geese-a-Laying. The goose is one of the 
oldest domesticated birds, a common topic in 
folklore, and another popular food. The geese in 
the song are probably the Greylag Goose  (Anser 
anser), a large species from the United Kingdom. 
 
On the seventh day of 
Christmas my true love sent 
to me: Seven Swans-a-
Swimming. Since King 
Edward took his vows of 
knighthood over two white 
swans in 1304, swans 
have been associated with 
royalty. This verse refers to 
the beautiful and graceful Mute 
Swan  (Cygnus olor), a Eurasian 
endemic.   
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Saturday Discovery Day - Wonder of Winter Raptors  

February 2010 – Date to be determined 

 
Spend an incredible day at the Ninepipes Wildlife Refuge seeking out raptors with Denver Holt , 
renowned wildlife researcher, naturalist and founder and president of th e Owl Research Institute. Learn 
winter raptor natural history, gain insight with helpful ra ptor identification tips and experience the wonder of 
winter raptors. Potential sightings include: light and da rk morph rough-legged hawks, Harlan's and Krider's 
red-tailed hawks, immature and adult bald eagles, northern harriers, gyr falcons, 
ferruginous hawks, several owl species and more. 

Denver Holt has led numerous birding and nature tours (notably with Victor Emmanuel Nature Tours, VENT) 
throughout the U.S., Central America, and Africa.  He is an avid naturalist with primary focus on raptors and 
additional interests and knowledge that include insects, amphibians, reptiles, mammals, plant identification 
and geology.  Mr. Holt's research on Snowy Owls was published in the December 2002 issue of National 
Geographic Magazine, featuring a Snowy Owl on the cover. 
 
Call 327-0405 to register. Registration is required, and space is limited. 
 

Obsolete Bird Names 
by Jim Brown 
 
 
If you have been following bird names for more 
than a few years, you probably still exclaim "there 
is a Marsh Hawk for" a Northern Harrier and maybe 
"Sparrow Hawk" for an American Kestrel. Bird 
taxonomy has evolved considerably over the past 
hundred years or so and is still evolving often to 
the dismay of old birders. If you look back as far as 
the 19th century and early 20th century, you 
encounter many interesting but unfamiliar names. 
Recently the USGS Patuxent Wildlife Research 
Center, National Museum of Natural History 
summarized many of the old names and current 
nomenclature which you might find interesting 
(www.pwrc.usgs.gov/research/pubs/banks/obsall.htm).    

Here are 
some 

examples: 
 
 
 
 
 

Old Name  Current Name  
 
Black-eared nuthatch Pygmy nuthatch 
Blue linnet Lazuli bunting 
Bog pumper American bittern 
Bullbat Common nighthawk 
Bullhead Black-bellied plover 
Butterball Bufflehead 
Cedar bird Cedar waxwing 
Chewink Rufous-sided towhee 
Cobhead Common goldeneye 
Crimson-fronted finch House finch 
Eave swallow Cliff swallow 
Grass snipe Pectoral sandpiper 
Jenny wren House wren 
Log-cock Pileated woodpecker 
Long-crested jay Steller’s jay 
Marsh sparrow Savannah sparrow 
Pileolated warbler Wilson’s warbler 
Sicklebill Long-billed curlew 
Snowbird Dark-eyed junco 
Swan grebe Western grebe 
Willow woodpecker Downy woodpecker 
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Join The Five Valleys Audubon Society 

 
Please enroll me as a Chapter member of the Five 
Valleys Audubon Society. I will receive the Birding 
Observer and may participate in all local Chapter 
activities. I understand that my dues remain entirely 
with the Chapter.  
 
Name: ______________________________ 
 
Address: ____________________________ 
 
City:___________ State:_____ Zip: _______ 
 
Phone: ______________________________ 
 
Email (optional): ______________________ 
 
    [ ] $15 is enclosed for Chapter membership 
 
    [ ] An additional sum of _____________ is  
           also included to support Chapter activities.  
 
Please make check payable to the Five Valleys 
Audubon Society and mail to: Five Valleys Audubon 
Society, PO Box 8425, Missoula, MT  59807. 

 
Join The National Audubon Society 

 
Please enroll me as a member of the National 
Audubon Society and my local Chapter. I will receive 
the Audubon magazine and the Birding Observer, as 
well as participate in all local Chapter activities. I 
understand that my dues are shared between NAS 
and my local Chapter.  
 
Name: ______________________________ 
 
Address: ____________________________ 
 
____________________________________ 
 
City:___________ State:_____ Zip: _______ 
 
 [ ]  $20 for an individual or family 
 
 [ ] $15 for students and seniors 
 
 
Please make the check payable to National Audubon 
Society and mail to: National Audubon Society, 
Membership Data Center, PO Box 51001, Boulder, CO 
80323-1003.  N53 7XCH  

New Members:  
 
Don Boring  Robin Dye N. Forcier Leo & Sheila Guse 
Ada Kelley Lauren Mc Mahan Peggy Meinholtz Jud Moore  
Earl Morgenroth Ben Murphy Bill & Cara Paul Alex Smith  
Dirk Sol Rita Stolp Sam Taylor Rob Whitehair 
 
Returning Members: 
 
Yvonne Anderson Ann F. Ashby Howard C. Ashby Howard C. & 
Vivian Aylesworth William Belkowski Roxy Boettcher Nancy Braun 
Linda Briggeman Marion R. Burmeister Melodee Burreson Anita Cervenak 
Jann Clouse Barney Considine Gladys Considine Bill DeCou 
Philip D. Difani Clara & Ron Erickson Coreen Faulkner Dorothy M. Fawcett 
Linda Firebaugh Jami Romney FitzGerald Pamela Frasier-Adler Bev Glueckert 
Stephen Gluekert Marlene Greil Debra Howell Ronda Howlett 
Holly Jasperson Karen Lessnau Mary Lyndes Campbell Massey 
Amanda McGill Brigette Murray Tammie Newby Dave Oberbillig 
Janet Palmer Margaret Petty Sarah Schmill Heather Schneiter 
Mary & Tom Steenberg Kit Stevens Norman E. Taylor Kathy Tonnessen 
Suzy Archibald Wilson Beth Wright Dr. Hans Zuuring 
 

Hi Friends! Go Green, Save Paper and Other Costs 
View your Birding Observer newsletter even sooner, only on-line. 

Just send us an email request with your name to Vick Applegate at k7vk@arrl.net. 
We will alert you each month when the newsletter becomes available on-line. 


