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Louisiana Waterthrush carrying food to a fledgling, photographed by Renee Tressler at Fort
Falls Trail, Fort Niobrara NWR, Cherry County, 31 May 2021.

An unexpected Louisiana Waterthrush breeding range extension of some 200
miles westward into the Niobrara River Valley was documented in 2021 when Renee
Tressler photographed and recorded adults and two fledged young, as well as an adult
carrying food, on Fort Falls Trail, Fort Niobrara NWR, Cherry County, 31 May-14
Jun 2021 (Tressler 2021a, 2021b). Around the same time, “at least two singing
individual” Louisiana Waterthrushes were found by Paul Dougherty some eight miles
to the east at Smith Falls State Park, Cherry County, 7 June 2021, one of which was
recorded; no breeding evidence was reported, although the presence of two territorial
birds is suggestive (Dougherty 2021). A further sighting was of one photographed on
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28 July at a Niobrara River spring branch canyon 1-2 mi south of Fort Niobrara NWR
headquarters, at 42.87552, -100.48946 (Tressler 2021c).

Spectrogram of a Louisiana Waterthrush song recorded 14 June 2021 by Renee Tressler at a
newly discovered breeding location at Fort Falls Trail, Fort Niobrara NWR, Cherry County,
Nebraska.

Spectrogram of a Louisiana Waterthrush song recorded 7 June 2021 by Paul Dougherty at a
newly discovered location for the species at Smith Falls State Park, Cherry County, Nebraska.

The Fort Falls record is the farthest northwestward breeding record for the
species in its summer range (eBird.org, Species Map). Until Tressler’s 2021 discovery,
breeding by Louisiana Waterthrush in the Niobrara River Valley was unknown,
although two observations deserve mention. The identity of a waterthrush at Fort Falls
Trail, Fort Niobrara NWR, Cherry Co, 10 July 2019 was undetermined at the time
(Finch 2019) but, given the discovery of breeding birds there in 2021, it is possible
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that Louisiana Waterthrushes were present for the two years prior to 2021. In Knox
Co, 7-22 Jul 2009, a single singer was observed on each of a few occasions on private
property from the bridge crossing Schindler Creek (Mark Brogie, personal
communication). The habitat seemed suitable for breeding, and the duration and
timing of the singer’s presence further reinforces the possibility of breeding,
although there have been no subsequent sightings at this limited access location
despite several visits (Mark Brogie, personal communication).
There are few known breeding locations of Louisiana Waterthrush in
northern Nebraska. Closest to the Niobrara River Valley are numerous reports in
recent years from Ponca State Park (SP), Dixon County, suggesting the presence of at
least two breeding pairs; a singer was “on territory” 3 May 2015, singers were
recorded on two territories in 2017, at least one singer was present 16-23 May 2020,
and a pair was reported 8-13 May 2021 (Silcock and Jorgensen 2021). Other than the
Knox County sightings in July 2009 mentioned above, the only report of Louisiana
Waterthrush between Ponca SP and Smith Falls SP is of a single bird along East Bow
Creek at 885 Road, Cedar County, 22 July 2016 (William Flack,
https://eBird.org/checklist/S30811126); habitat there did not seem conducive to
breeding (Shari Schwartz, John Carlini, pers. comm.) and, although the bird may have
been a migrant, there is a large nearby area of forested hills along the Missouri River
between Wynot, Knox County, and Maskell, Dixon Co that has not been searched for
Louisiana Waterthrush.
Elsewhere in northeastern Nebraska, reported summering sites are in
Missouri River counties Dakota and Thurston. One near Hubbard, Dakota County, 9
June 2013 (Huser, https://eBird.org/checklist/S64099531) was in apparently suitable
breeding habitat. In extreme northern Thurston County, one was seen 18 June 1999, a
pair was present 20 July 2002, 2-4 birds were there 4 July 2005, and one was there 13
June 2006 (Silcock and Jorgensen 2021). There have been no subsequent reports from
Dakota or Thurston Counties.
An intriguing possibility is that an American Dipper reported 1 May 1977
(Maddux 1977) about 8-10 miles east of Valentine along the Niobrara River, between
the sites where Louisiana Waterthrushes were reported in 2021, may have been a
waterthrush. The description, while suggestive of American Dipper, might also apply
to Louisiana Waterthrush, or given the date, Northern Waterthrush (M.
noveboracensis). The sighting was reported as follows:
On 1 May 1977 I observed a Dipper (Cinclus mexicanus) on the
south bank of the Niobrara River about eight to ten miles east of
Valentine. The bird was the appropriate size, shape, and color,
and exhibited the bobbing motion that is characteristic of the
species. I have observed the species in Colorado a number of
years ago and I am quite sure of the identification. - E. H.
Maddux, Wauneta
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In general, key requirements for Louisiana Waterthrush breeding habitat are
(1) clean, flowing, mostly headwater streams and spring fed seeps, (2) >40% closed
forest canopy (Prosser and Brooks 1998), (3) optimal 30-69% deciduous in mixed
deciduous/conifer forest (Prosser and Brooks 1998), (4) near-vertical vegetated banks
that provide nest sites a few feet above potential rain-induced flash floods, and (5)
stream margins undisturbed by cattle. Locating breeding Louisiana Waterthrushes in
the oftentimes remote and rugged habitat they occupy requires a willingness to tackle
their habitat. Bennett (2003), in discussing similarly remote streamside habitat
occupied by sister species Northern Waterthrush in southeastern Wyoming, stated
“Not only are these habitats difficult to navigate, most of the lower-elevation
streamside habitat in the region is privately owned and difficult to reach, and therefore
not adequately surveyed”. As a result, breeding sites in southeastern Wyoming
remained undetected until surveys were conducted in the early 2000s (Bennett 2003).
There are no known limiting factors (e.g. clearcutting) that prior to 2021 could
have prevented Louisiana Waterthrushes from utilizing suitable Cherry Co spring
branch canyon habitat that has been available since the last glacial recession, but due
to a deficiency in surveys of off-trail riparian waterthrush habitat, it is difficult
to definitively determine whether the Niobrara River Valley sightings indicate
breeding range expansion or discovery of breeding birds previously undetected. As
stated by Silcock and Jorgensen (2021): “Because its specialized habitat generally
exists in remote and poorly accessible locations, finding and studying this species can
be difficult even for observers familiar with its song and call notes. We believe that
few observers have undertaken the challenge of locating nests, or even locating the
species”. Nebraska reports of Louisiana Waterthrush in eBird have increased markedly
since 2011 commensurate with a major increase in numbers of eBird reporters and
overall eBird reports, in large part a result of extensive field work beginning in 2010
by Shari Schwartz, John Carlini, Ross Silcock, Sam Manning, Joel Jorgensen, and
Stephen Brenner that has revealed a significant population of 66 documented breeding
territories in the state (Silcock and Jorgensen 2021). Since there is no current rationale
for the Nebraska population to have expanded so significantly since 2010, a
parsimonious conclusion may be that the species was largely overlooked prior to that
date.
The patchy distribution of summering Louisiana Waterthrushes in
northeastern Nebraska and the Niobrara River Valley suggests the following
questions: are there undetected summering/breeding waterthrushes along the many
headwater streams that flow into the Niobrara River and the Missouri River west of
Ponca SP, and, if not, why not? What among the five characteristics of suitable habitat
listed above are limiting? Only thorough surveying on both public and private streams
can answer these questions. Initial survey efforts would be greatly minimized if
streams can be identified that meet the criteria for suitable habitat listed above. Once
these streams are surveyed, streams meeting fewer criteria should be surveyed; the
presence or absence of waterthrushes could be linked to the presence of one or more
of these criteria.
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Remembering Elaine Bachel 1946-2021
By Ruthie Stearns
Elaine Bachel was born June 6, 1946, in Itasca County, Minnesota, and
passed away May 22, 2021, in Lincoln. She lived in Minnesota until she was ten, and
it was there that she developed her love of the outdoors, especially birds. When her
father passed away, Elaine, her sister and her mother moved to Omaha to live with her
grandmother. She graduated from Omaha South High School and then attended
college in Omaha, graduating as a registered nurse in 1968. She worked for many years
for Lincoln ENT physician Dr. Charles Barton. It was in working for him and traveling
to clinics around the state that she learned to pilot an airplane. She said Dr. Barton told
her if something happened to him, she needed to know how to fly. Also, she worked
about two years for the state of Nebraska at the Department of Health and Human
Services.

