
  

 



 

Western Field Ornithologists proudly presents this outstanding opportunity to visit a 

unique and critical component of our nation’s wildlife legacy. Short grass prairie and 

glacially formed wetlands are some of the world’s most threatened ecosystems and are in 

danger of disappearing to an ever-increasing human advance. Fortunately, Montana still 

includes a significant portion of these ecosystems and many people and organizations are 

diligently working to save such areas. Working with landowners and governments, 

establishing IBA’s (Important Bird Areas), and educating the public are all positive 

actions. This tour shares with you the magnificence of these areas along with many bird 

species and other wildlife closely allied to this critical habitat. These regions encompass 

hidden treasures, unknown to most travelers, affording an escape to an unspoiled 

solitude. Wildlife viewing takes on a special significance when experienced in this vast 

landscape. It is a setting that enhances both the intensity and the magnificence of the 

experience. Participants will view the mating displays, courtship, and nesting of many 

species birds inhabiting the prairie and scattered wetlands. This tour is also timed to catch 

the northbound migration of many species of birds. Some of these avian travelers are 

bound for the boreal forests of Canada, others for the distant tundra of the Arctic. 

Montana is an important staging area for many of these species. Weather at this time of 

year can be quite variable, be it cold rains, snow squalls or warm, sunny days. Like the 

changeable winds, the birds encountered may be the expected species or they might be 

real surprises that simply blow you away! Come explore and share an experience that 

only too few know. 
 
 
Day 1 May 25, 2014: Arrival in Billings at Logan International Airport. For those not 

driving to Billings, a number of airlines including Alaska, Allegiant, Delta, and United 

serve Billings with a variety of options. There is free shuttle service to the Hampton Inn 

where we will overnight. Since it will be a travel day for you, we will keep our afternoon 

activities fairly flexible. For those who arrive by midday, we can begin our Big Sky 

birding in Billings at either Two Moon Park where Gray Catbirds and Yellow-breasted 

Chats will greet us or we could go to Riverfront Park to enjoy Red-eyed Vireo and 

American Redstarts to name only a few of the many species present. Once our travel 

schedules are established, we can coordinate our meeting times, dining, and birding. 

 

Overnight in Billings at Kelly Inn 406-248-9800 

 

 

Day 2 May 26: Drive to Miles City via the Bull Mountains The morning finds us 

heading north from Billings. We pass through the Bull Mountains on our way to the 

community of Roundup. Along our route we expect to see three species of kingbirds. In 

addition to seeing both Eastern and Western Kingbirds, often side by side, another 

nesting species found here is Cassin’s Kingbird, a surprise to many birders. Along the 

way today we will be watching for Say’s Phoebe, Rock Wren, Mountain Bluebird, 

Pinyon Jay, and Lark Sparrow. Sometimes Red-headed Woodpeckers are found in the 

scenic habitat we will be passing through. We plan to stop in Roundup for our picnic 

lunch, weather permitting, where the local park often attracts many species interest 

including Bullock’s Oriole and Red Crossbill. Heading east from Roundup we travel the 

Lewis and Clark Highway. A portion of this highway runs parallel the Musselshell River, 



lined with fine riparian habitat for migrants. Montana Audubon has achieved IBA 

(Important Bird Area) status for this area and our travels will reveal the avian wealth of 

this region. As we leave the river to cross the dry plains, Lark Buntings should keep us 

entertained! When we reach the old railroad town of Forsyth, we will pick up the pace on 

I-94 for our drive to Miles City. Here the Yellowstone River affords some fine riparian 

habitat where we can find Blue Jay, Least Flycatcher, Brown Thrasher, and Yellow-

breasted Chat. With some searching we may even turn up Red-headed Woodpecker or 

Black-billed Cuckoo. Chimney Swifts ply the skies over this historic Montana town that 

was a stopover point on many long cattle drives and horse roundups. This important live 

stock center is still steeped in this tradition.  

 

Overnight in Miles City at the Guest Inn & Suites 406-232-3661  

 

 

Day 3 May 27: Miles City to Plentywood We will break up our 230 mile journey today 

with numerous birding stops along the way. An early morning visit to nearby Pirogue 

Island will be a good way to start our morning. Later, if dry roads prevail, we may stop 

near Terry to visit the area’s spectacular badlands and, if conditions permit, we will savor 

this rugged and beautiful area hoping to locate Mountain Plover, Long-billed Curlew, and 

numerous birds of prey. At Glendive we will plan a visit to Makoshika State Park where 

we encounter wildly sculpted badlands that are home to Say’s Phoebe, Rock Wren, 

Mountain Bluebird, and Field Sparrow. Following lunch, we head north to the small 



settlement of Lambert to visit Fox Lake WMA where Ferruginous Hawk, Upland 

Sandpiper, Burrowing Owl, Sprague’s Pipit, and many other species await us. North of 

Sidney we cross the Missouri River near Culbertson. A stop here is worthwhile for the oft 

chance of finding Least Tern but Black-and-white Warbler is more likely. Continuing 

north we pass Medicine Lake National Wildlife Refuge, home to many species of 

shorebirds, waterfowl, and grassland specialties. Our first visit here depends upon the 

time available today, but we have planned a longer visit tomorrow at this productive 

refuge. Sharp-tailed Grouse, Sedge Wren, and Baird’s Sparrow are good reasons to 

return! Plentywood is our target for the evening since it affords a workable—and the 

only—base for our explorations in this remote corner of Montana.  

 

Overnight in Plentywood at the Sherwood Inn 406-765-2810 

 

 

Day 4 May 28: Westby and Medicine Lake NWR After early morning explorations in 

Plentywood, we will drive east across the vast prairie to Westby, a Mecca for Montana 

birders. Renowned as a birding oasis amidst the far-reaching prairie, many of the state’s 

rare birds have been reported here. For years the town’s small park was a beacon for 

many migrant birds that found the sheltering trees and welcoming water drip to be an 

irresistible stop in their long flight across the broad swath of prairie. Now an “improved” 

park, it no longer has the understory to attractive to many species, but we will still find 

some great birds in this small community. Ruby-throated Hummingbird and Purple 

Martin sometimes make brief appearances. On the outskirts of Westby one often finds 

concentrations of shorebirds. We will also be looking for locally nesting birds including 

Nelson’s (Sharp-tailed) Sparrow and Piping Plover. Morning is the best time here; the 

afternoon will be devoted to birding Medicine Lake NWR. While en route to Medicine 

Lake we will check pockets of wetlands for various shorebirds and also search for Sedge 

Wren, easier to locate by ear than by eye. The grasslands are productive for Sharp-tailed 

Grouse and the trees and shelterbelt around the refuge headquarters attract migrant 

flycatchers, warblers, and sparrows. Brown Thrashers nest here and both Orchard and 

Baltimore Orioles are sometimes present. The extensive marshes here attract many 

Franklin’s Gulls, Black Terns, Wilson’s Phalaropes, Yellow-headed Blackbirds, and 

numerous other nesting marsh birds. If we still need Baird’s Sparrow, this area has 

outstanding habitat. Much of what we see today in terms of numbers and diversity of 

birds is weather dependent. A strong Canadian cold front could yield a significant fallout 

of migrants. Regardless of the weather, it will be a day of exciting birding. 

 

Overnight in Plentywood at the Sherwood Inn 406-765-2810 

 

 

Day 5 May 29: Westby migrants and drive to Glasgow: The allure of Westby has us 

back for a return visit this morning. The vagaries of weather and migration can produce 

almost anything at this time of year. A Philadelphia Vireo, Alder Flycatcher, or Mourning 

Warbler--any of these could be seen but it will take the right conditions and some good 

fortune. Also, with the many migrant shorebirds pouring through the area, we have the 

chance to see Sanderlings in breeding plumage along with special treats such as Stilt 

Sandpiper and White-rumped Sandpiper. The edges of alkali lakes offer habitat for 

nesting Piping Plover. In the afternoon, we head west for Glasgow taking a route just 



south of the Canadian border to Opheim before we turn south to Glasgow. Along the way 

we can stop to explore inviting areas with abundant bird encounters to sustain our 

interest. Gray Partridge, Chestnut-collared Longspur, McCown’s Longspur, Short-eared 

Owl, and birds of prey should keep us alert. 

 

Overnight in Glasgow at the Cottonwood Inn 406-228-8213 

 

 

 

Day 6: May 30 Glasgow and Fort Peck A productive morning awaits us as we explore 

an inviting park near Fort Peck Dam and search nearby riparian habitat along the 

Missouri River. Here we can discover an interesting assortment of both nesting and 

migrant species. Some of the birds include Brown Thrasher, Black-and-white Warbler, 

Orchard Oriole, and Field Sparrow. Fort Peck Dam is one the world’s largest earth-filled 

dams and the newly constructed visitor center contains a wealth of interesting displays to 

further engage our interest. We are fortunate to have local birding contacts in this area to 

add to our birding opportunities. If the gumbo roads are dry, we have an opportunity to 

see Eastern Bluebird. If not, there is still much to see along oil/gravel roads. Exciting 

discoveries are bound to occur at this time of year. 

 

Overnight in Glasgow at the Cottonwood Inn 406-228-8213 

 

 

Day 7 May 31: Glasgow to Malta There is much to explore in the Glasgow area. Given 

favorable road conditions, we will drive south to search for Mountain Plover while 

keeping a watchful eye out for Ferruginous Hawk, Greater Sage-Grouse, Burrowing Owl, 

Rock Wren, Say’s Phoebe, Clay-colored Sparrow, and many other species. Black-tailed 

Prairie Dog and Pronghorn should provide a nice backdrop to our birding. Our drive west 

in the afternoon affords good birding opportunities and we may encounter assorted 

shorebirds and migrants. Nelson Reservoir is a prime destination on our route. Here 

Common Loon, various grebes and terns, ducks, shorebirds, and warblers can be found. 



Nesting Marbled Godwit, Wilson’s Phalarope, and Piping Plover offer stunning looks 

and we are bound to see numerous migrants including flycatchers, tanagers, and orioles. 

 

Overnight in Malta at Maltana Motel 406-654-2610 

 

 

Day 8 June 1: Bowdoin National Wildlife Refuge: Bowdoin is a special place where 

water, lakeshore, woodlots, and grassy fields combine to produce an abundant diversity 

of birds. Its remoteness from large population centers guarantees a unique wildlife 

viewing experience for its few visitors. The uninterrupted joy of viewing of a Swainson’s 

Hawk or Grasshopper Sparrow is an exclusive privilege at Bowdoin. Photographers will 

enjoy a photo feast provided by brightly attired Eared Grebes, elegant Wilson’s 

Phalaropes, gaudy Yellow-headed Blackbirds, and flashy Baltimore Orioles. Besides the 

many species of nesting ducks, gulls, and terns, there are migrant shorebirds and warblers 

to study. Thousands of Red-necked Phalaropes often stage here in their northward 

journey. Franklin’s Gulls are constantly in motion over their nesting colonies, adding 

their voice to the din of the avian chorus at Bowdoin. In the wooded areas flycatchers, 

vireos, warblers, sparrows, and orioles will occupy our rapt attention. Certainly a whole 

day devoted to this outstanding wildlife refuge is well warranted.  

 

Overnight in Malta at Maltana Motel 406-654-2610 

 

 

Day 9 June 2: Little Rocky Mountains and Charles M. Russell NWR The scenic 

drive back to Billings includes some appealing side trips. One diversion leads us to a 

wooded campground near Zortman in the Little Rocky Mountains. New trip birds 

awaiting us in this montane setting include Dusky Flycatcher, Red-breasted Nuthatch, 

Veery, MacGillivray’s Warbler, and Western Tanager. Resuming our journey, a side trip 

to the Charles M. Russell NWR to view the Missouri River offers some stunning scenic 

vistas. Elk wander through these rugged breaks and Mountain Bluebirds, Vesper 

Sparrows, and Spotted Towhees are common. As we drive south crossing the Missouri 

River, Robinson Bridge will provide another welcome stop. Pronghorn, Mule Deer, and 

White-tailed Deer add to the pleasure of our drive today. A real prize would be sighting 

Greater Sage-Grouse that sometimes are seen near the road’s edge. We will plan to arrive 

in Billings in time to freshen up for our final evening together. Our farewell dinner marks 

the end of our travels. This will be a chance to say our goodbyes and reflect upon the 

wealth of memories and bird sightings we have enjoyed. For your final night of the tour, 

your motel room is reserved for you. 

  

Overnight in Billings at Kelly Inn 406-248-9800 

 

 



Thank You for Joining  

Western Field Ornithologists! 
www.westernfieldornithologists.org 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Tour Price: 
The tour price of $1950 covers 9 nights of lodging (double occupancy) starting May 25 
and ending June 2, 2014. The listed price for this 9-day trip includes all lodging, all food 
and drinks (excepting alcoholic beverages), transportation (by van) throughout the tour, 
and park fees. A checklist of expected birds and mammals will be provided. A single 
occupancy supplement is available for an additional $360. The trip will be limited to 12 
participants. If you do NOT have a roommate but would like to share accommodations, 
you can indicate this when you register online and we will do our best to pair you with a 
roommate for the tour. Net proceeds from this trip will help support WFO's youth 
scholarship program. 
 
Registration Timing: 
Opening of Registration – Registration will open soon and all info will be sent via WFO 
News email notice. If you are NOT on the WFO News email list, you can go to the WFO 
web site (http://www.westernfieldornithologists.org/), click on the Contact tab, then send 
a message to "WFO News email signup". Include your full name, email address, and city 
and state of residence. As usual, WFO Life Members and Patrons will get first notice, 
then all WFO Members. If you are not sure of your current membership status, send a 
message to robbie22@pacbell.net. 
Registration – Registration will be online only. A deposit of $500 is required (by check), 
and your check MUST be received within one week of online registration to secure your 
spot. 
Full Payment – Full payment is due (by check) before March 1, 2014. 
Cancellation – If you cancel before March 1, 2014, you will receive a refund of 80% of 
your deposit. If you cancel after March 1 there will be no refund unless we can fill your 
spot on the trip. If you cancel and we are able to fill your spot, we will refund 80% of your 
registration fee. 
 



Travel: 
Flights and arrival – For those not driving to Billings, a number of airlines including 
Alaska, Allegiant, Delta, and United serve Billings with a variety of options. Some of 
these flights conveniently arrive mid day. There is free shuttle service to the Kelly Inn 
(5610 S. Frontage Rd, Billings, MT) where we will overnight. We will meet at 3:00 PM in 
the lobby of the Kelly Inn for a brief orientation followed by an afternoon field trip to a 
local area. Try to arrive, if possible, in time to join us at this time and so you will have 
more time to be rested for our first full and very active day. 
 
Travel Insurance – As always, WFO strongly recommends that you purchase travel 
insurance. 
 
Physical Condition – Long days at this time of year translate into very full days of birding.  
Thus, being in good physical condition will enhance your enjoyment on this active trip.  
Walking will be primarily on even ground and never more than about two miles at any 
one time. Expect some fairly long days riding in vans to cover the vast distances 
encountered in Montana. 
 
Montana Weather – Unsettled weather is often the norm at this time of year.  One can 
expect some rain and quite cool conditions at times followed by clear skies and 
moderate temperatures.  Wind can sometimes be a problem. Rain gear is advised along 
with appropriate footgear for wet grass or muddy trails. It may be cool enough that 
insects are not yet a problem, but be prepared for mosquitos should the weather warm. 

 
Tour leaders: Ed Harper and Bruce Hallett 
 

Ed Harper was born in Montana where he developed an interest in birds by the age of 

six.  That passion has grown over the years to where he is now one of the leading birders 

in Montana despite having to shuttle back and forth between homes in Bozeman, MT and 

Carmichael, CA. In 1980, he started leading tours for Massachusetts Audubon with Jim 

Lane.  Since then he has led tours nearly every year in Montana by way of his company, 

Sandpiper Journeys.  An enthusiastic teacher, Ed taught both mathematics and birding 

classes over a period of 34 years at American River College in Sacramento.  As an 

accomplished photographer, Ed has photographed over 750 North American birds and 

countless more species on seven continents. 

 

 
 



Bruce Hallett currently lives in Atlanta, GA but originally hails from the New England 

area; mainly Connecticut and Massachusetts. His western credentials came about when 

he lived in San Francisco for most of the 1970's. At that time, he joined WFO and also 

met Ed Harper at American River College--a meeting that would result in a lifelong   

friendship. They have traveled extensively together throughout  North America and parts 

of the world and, more specifically for this tour, have co-led a number of birding tours to 

western and  eastern Montana. When not west of the Rockies, Bruce has spent 

considerable time exploring the Bahamas tracking down endemics and endemic 

subspecies and generally just learning about the distribution of the birds in the entire 

archipelago. His efforts resulted in a book " Birds of the Bahamas and the Turks and 

Caicos Islands " which is the first book to cover the entire region with text on range, 

distribution and identification. He also is a member of the first Bahamas Avian Records 

Committee. 

 

 


