Blue Mountain Audubon Society

The Magpiper
January , 2017

Page 1

Monthly Calendar

Meeting

No Board Meeting in
January

Room 130 Olin Hall, Whitman College

Membership Meeting: January 19—7:00 p.m.

Thursday, January 19
Membership Meeting
7:00 p.m.
Whitman College

PROGRAM: RESTORING BEAVER HABITAT
Filmmaker Sarah Koenigsberg is a local filmmaker who
has documented the work of six organizations striving to
re-establish the North American Beaver. She will share
one of the films she has created to document the efforts of
the organization The Beaver Believers.

Saturday, January 21
Field Trip
Harper Joy Theatre Parking lot
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The film captures the vision, energy, and dedication of a
handful of scientists and activists who share a passion for restoring the North
American Beaver, Castor Canadensis, to much of its former habitat and
range. The film will show us how this humble creature can not only help us
restore streams and watersheds damaged by decades of neglect, beaver can
also show us how we can live more harmoniously with nature in an era of
destabilizing climate change. By “thinking like a beaver” we can create
more bountiful ecosystems and more plentiful water resources, while also
providing for our own needs and enriching our human communities at the
same time. Beavers can show us the way and do much of the work for us if
we can just find the humility to trust in the restorative powers of nature and
our own ability to play a positive role in it.
NOTE: MEETING WILL BE IN OLIN 130

Field Trip
COOL BIRDS AND HOT DRINKS
Saturday, January 21, 9:00 a.m.
If you like cool birds (wood ducks, etc.) and don’t like being out for very long in the
usually cold, blustery January weather, this is the field trip for you. We will meet at
the Harper Joy Theater parking lot at 9:00. The extent of our birding adventures will
then depend on the weather. If the weather is decent for birding, the plan is to spend
2 hours visiting 3 or 4 sites around Walla Walla.
Following our birding adventures at 11:00 (or sooner with bad weather), we will go
to John’s Wheatland Bakery on East Isaacs for visiting; tea, coffee or hot chocolate
and maybe a scrumptious pastry. Should the weather be really bad, we’ll skip the
birding and meet at the bakery at 11:00.
If you have any questions, call or e-mail Paul and Judy Treman who will be
leading the field trip. 509-527-0722 or pjtreman@charter.net
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2016 Christmas Count Results
December 17, 2016
Total Species: 84 (77 count day, 7 count week)
Observers—24
Feeder watchers—7
Temperature—5-22 degrees F
Weather—clear to cloudy
______________________________________
Snow goose—1
Canada goose—1296
Wood duck—33
American wigeon—110
Mallard—498
Northern shoveler—6
Northern pintail— 4
Green-winged teal—6
Ring-necked duck—6
Bufflehead—1
Common goldeneye—2
Hooded merganser—26
Common merganser—11
Gray partridge—8
Wilson’s snipe
Ring-neck pheasant—146
photo by Judy Treman
Ruffed grouse—count week
Wild turkey—102
California quail—298
Great blue heron—3
Great egret—count week
Bald eagle—2
Northern harrier—15
Sharp-shinned hawk—16
Cooper’s hawk—13
Northern goshawk—1
Red-tailed hawk—111
Rough-legged hawk—9
Golden eagle—1
American kestrel—45
Merlin—1
Killdeer—2
Wilson’s snipe—3
Feral pigeon—315
Eurasian collared dove—165
Mourning dove—360
Barn owl—1
Western screech owl—2
Great horned owl—6
Long-earedowl—count week
Short-eared owl—1
Anna’s hummingbird—3
Belted kingfisher—3

Williamson’s sapsucker—1
Downy woodpecker—29
Hairy woodpecker—2
Northern flicker—161
Pileated woodpecker—3
Say’s phoebe—count week
Northern shrike—4
Black-billed magpie—116
American crow—63
Common raven—22
Horned lark—28
Black-capped chickadee—27
Bewick’s wren—16
Williamson’s sapsucker
American dipper—1
photo by Jim Parrish
Golden-crowned kinglet—8
Ruby-crowned kinglet—13
Western bluebird—count week
Townsend’s solitaire—13
Hermit thrush—23
American robin—712
Varied thrush—111
European starling—5458
Bohemian waxwing—328
Cedar waxwing—459
Yellow-rumped warbler—5
American tree sparrow—6
Fox sparrow—2
Song sparrow—145
White-crowned sparrow—249
Dark-eyed junco—2739
Slate colored—16
Red-winged blackbird—11
Varied thrush
Western meadowlark—8
photo by Earl Blackaby
Brewer’s blackbird—12
Cassin’s finch—1
House finch—399
Pine siskin—count week
Lesser goldfinch—9
American goldfinch—136
House sparrow—468

Short eared owl
photo by Jim Parrish

The weather—snow and cold
photo by Paul Treman
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News From the Board

Bird of the Month

NATURAL AREA UPDATE

CASSIN’S FINCH Carpodacus cassinii

We began an extensive renovation project last year
clearing the trails and adding bark that was provided by
the City. Our goal is to improve the area to the point
where it can readily be used for educational purposes for
young school children and also be enjoyed for its beauty
and wildlife diversity by the general public. There is
much more work to do to complete a variety of projects.
Materials to construct a new 16 foot bridge for a
trail to cross a small creek.
• Produce wooden signs marking the various trails in
the area.
• Develop a map to be used by the public as they
traverse the area.
• Print the maps to have them available for public
use.
• Build and position 6 benches at various locations
throughout the area.
• Complete the observation blind by the pond.
• Hire the crew from the Penitentiary to help with trail
clearing in the spring.
Earlier this fall we submitted Grant Applications to both
the Clara and Art Bald Trust here in Walla Walla and
the State of Washington Audubon Collaborative
Funding Resource and we were recently notified that we
were fortunate to receive grant money from both
organizations.
•

We have a lot of work to do and now we have the funds
available to complete the tasks. Let us know if you are
interested in working on any part of this excellent
project.

Size: 6.5 inches
Description: Male is a rosy
tinged finch with peaked head,
heavy straight bill, pinkish
breast, thin eye ring. Female is
brown and white with crisp,
dark streaks on chest and
underparts.
Photos by George Jameson
Cassin’s finches are found in the mountains of western
North America, foraging in small flocks in tall
evergreen forests and in groves of quaking aspen.
During the winter months they may move to lower
elevations and are occasionally come to sunflower seed
feeders.
They breed mostly between 3,000 and 10,000 feet of
elevation near the top of a conifer tree or on a side
branch 15 feet or more from the ground. The female
builds a shallow frail nest of twigs and lined with grass,
rootlets, animal hair and feathers. Clutch size is 3-6
eggs and there may be 1 or 2 broods each year.
The male Cassin’s finch has red crown feathers thanks
to carotenoid pigments which they acquire when they
swallow colorful foods like orange berries. However
the first year the male remains brownish and looks like
the female during the first breeding season.
They eat mostly seeds. During the spring a large
percentage of their diet consists of quaking aspen buds.
They also pull seeds out of ponderosa pine cones and eat
many kinds of fruit and berries. During the summer
they eat larvae of moths and butterflies. In late summer
they gather into foraging groups with grosbeaks,
crossbills and other finches, often visiting mineral
deposits to satisfy their salt cravings.

Photo of the old barn that was recently torn down.
See Chris’s Musings on Page 5 for more.

Look for Cassin’s finches with other finches at your
feeders in the winter months. They are slightly larger
than the house finch and
the male’s raised rosy red
crown and pinkish breast
makes them easier to spot.
They can be found in the
Blue Mountains in the
summer, usually in small
flocks. Their song is a
rolling, melodic warble.
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The World Around Us
RED FOX Vulpes vulpes

Red foxes are the biggest of the world’s 21 species of
foxes, and lives around the world in many diverse
habitats including forests, grasslands, mountains and
deserts. They also adapt well to human environments
such as farms and urban areas. You may have seen them
around Walla Walla, especially the family on the south
side of Highway 12 near Sudbury Road.
The red fox’s resourcefulness has earned it a legendary
reputation for intelligence and cunning. They are
solitary omnivorous hunters who feed on rodents,
rabbits, birds and other small game, but they will also
eat fruit and vegetables, fish, frogs and even worms. If
living among humans, foxes will dine on garbage and
pet food. Their hearing is acute which enables them to
find prey through thick grass and underground tunnels.
They use urine to mark territories and food caches.
Their thick tail aids in balance but it is also used as a
warm cover in cold weather and as a signal flag to
communicate with other foxes. Their tail is more than
half the length of the rest of their body, which varies
from 18-33 inches. Their forepaws have five digits,
while the rear feet have just four and a dewclaw.
Red foxes live in lairs that they burrow or obtain,
frequently utilizing the same burrow for several years.
These burrows can be found on mountain inclines, steep
banks, trenches and rock clefts. Outside of rearing time,
they generally live in the open, in thickly vegetated
areas. They live in small family groups sharing a joint
territory. The female (vixen) gives birth to a litter of 2-6
kits. At birth, they are brown or gray. A new red coat
usually grows by the end of the first month but some red
foxes are golden, reddish-brown, silver or even black.
Both parents care for their young through the summer
before they are able to strike out on their own in the fall.
Red foxes may leave their families once they reach
adulthood if the chances of winning a territory of their
own are high. If not, they will stay with their parents and
help rear the next year’s brood.

MUMMIFIED DINOSAUR TAIL FEATHERS
On December 9, 2016 Mike
VanHelder reported on the
National Audubon webpage
the discovery of a feathered
dinosaur tail in Burma.
Earlier in the year a team of
world-renowned fossil hunters stumbled across a
pair of 100 million-year-old dinosaur wings
perfectly mummified in amber that was being sold
at a Burmese market that was destined to be turned
into jewelry. Just months later, many of the same
Chinese and Canadian scientists found a feathered
dinosaur tail, also encased in amber, at the same
market in Myanmar. The tail feathers probably
came from the same time period as the wings but
belong to a different part of the dinosaur family tree
according to a paper the team reported in Current
Biology
It’s impossible to tell exactly what species of
dinosaur this fossil came from. But the research
team that analyzed the discovery thinks that it could
be a non-avian coelurosaur (a broad taxonomical
category that includes modern birds and some of
their ancestors, but also many non-bird dinosaurs).
Based on the size of the tail, the scientists believe it
comes from a juvenile individual about the size of a
small teapot.
Color-wise, the feathers appear to be a combination of
chestnut brown on the upper surface and off-white on
the bottom. However, some of the original coloration
might have worn off over the ages.
The most interesting thing about this discovery is that it
unwinds part of the mystery surrounding the evolution
of the feather. Plumologists (feather scientists) believe
that feathers started as a primitive, single-filament
structure, somewhat like a fuzzy hair. The plumes on
this tail fossil have well-developed barbules (branches
of a feather) and a very primitive rachis (the central
shaft or spine-like structure) giving credence to the
theory that the fuzz developed barbules first and then
became an interconnected mass of filaments before the
rachis evolved to give the feather more structure.
VanHelder noted that” the fact that we get to glimpse
the real feathered tail of a teenaged dinosaur is a great
marvel in itself.”
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Events

Musings

WALLA WALLA COUNTY BIG DAY
January 1, 2016
For many years birders have ventured out on January 1
to see what new birds they can find for the New Year.
Three years ago MerryLynn Denny decided to make this
an event for Blue Mountain Audubon. She asked all of
us to keep track of the birds we saw in Walla Walla
County on January 1 and send her our lists so she could
tally them into a Big Day for the County. 19 birders
reported back to her for a total of 101 species. Not bad
considering the weather—heavy snow off and on all
day. MerryLynn even noted that it was snowing so hard
at Ice Harbor Dam that the mallards all turned white!
Here is a list of the birds seen:
1. White-crowned Sparrow
2. Dark-eyed Junco
3. Song Sparrow
4. Mallard
5. Canada Goose
6. House Sparrow
7. House Finch
8. American Goldfinch
9. Red-tailed Hawk
10. American Kestrel
11. European Starling
12. Black-billed Magpie
13. Eurasian Collared-Dove
14. Mourning Dove
15. Great Blue Heron
16. Western Meadowlark
17. American Robin
18. Northern Harrier
19. Wild Turkey
20. Northern Flicker
21. Common Raven
22. Trumpeter Swan
23. Gadwall
24. American Wigeon
25. Green-winged Teal
26. Ring-necked Duck
27. American Coot
28. Canvasback
29. Greater Scaup
30. Lesser Scaup
31. Common Goldeneye
32. Pied-billed Grebe
33. Horned Grebe
34. Western Grebe
35. Herring Gull
36. Common Merganser
37. Rock Pigeon
38. Cooper's Hawk
39. California Gull
40. Bufflehead
41. American Crow
42. Glaucous-winged Gull
43. Ring-billed Gull
44. Brewer's Blackbird
45. Red-winged Blackbird
46. Common Loon
47. Barn Owl
48. Wilson's Snipe
49. Northern Shoveler
50. Ruddy Duck
51. Bald Eagle
52. Rough-legged Hawk

53. Double-crested Cormorant
54. Long-tailed Duck
55. Barrow's Goldeneye
56. Hooded Merganser
57. American White Pelican
58. Rock Wren
59. Thayer's Gull
60. Mew Gull
61. Northern Pintail
62. Red-breasted Merganser
63. Great Egret
64. Horned Lark
65. Northern Shrike
66. Ring-necked Pheasant
67. American Tree Sparrow
68. California Quail
69. Belted Kingfisher
70. Downy Woodpecker
71. Eared Grebe
72. Great Horned Owl
73. Ruby-crowned Kinglet
74. Spotted Towhee
75. Killdeer
76. Wood Duck
77. Cedar Waxwing
78. Bewick's Wren
79. Townsend's Solitaire
80. Hairy Woodpecker
81. Black-capped Chickadee
82. Varied Thrush
83. Bohemian Waxwing
84. Anna's Hummingbird
85. Sharp-shinned Hawk
86. Great Gray Owl
87. Gray Partridge
88. Cackling Goose
89. Red-breasted Nuthatch
90. Brown Creeper
91. Yellow-rumped Warbler
92. Cassin's Finch
93. Long-eared Owl
94. Pacific Wren
95. Golden-crowned Kinglet
96. Marsh Wren
97. Merlin
98. Peregrine Falcon
99. Savannah Sparrow
100. N. Saw-whet Owl
101. Lesser Goldfinch

by Chris Howard

A Wren in the Wreckage
On a cool, cloudy mid-November morning, Walla Walla
lost a bit of history. For those familiar with walking
on the trails in the Fort Walla Walla Natural Area
there was always an air of anticipation when the trail
inevitably led by the huge old barn that had been a
rustic center piece of the natural area for as long as
anyone could remember. The anticipation came from
when the hiker crept up into one end of the barn and
scanned the overhead darkness in hopes of seeing a
Barn or Great Horned Owl perched on a shadowy roof
rafter or hiding in a corner.
It wasn’t easy finding the history of this old barn.
After asking around, my friend Mike Denny shared
Walla Walla historian, Vance Orchard’s history with
me. Vance told the story of the N.E. corner, dirt
floored segment of the barn, being built first in 1886
as part of Fort Walla Walla. During World War II
the barn was completed to its full size as part of
McCaw General Hospital. In 1976 the barn was given
to the Forest Service for the stabling of pack horses
and gear. In 1980 barn and the surrounding land was
given to the WW City Parks with the agreement that
the land would be kept in a natural, undeveloped
state.
The barn became a convenient shelter for the traveling homeless, a show place for graffiti and increasingly dilapidated. This past October, the west end of
the roof caved in, hastening the parks department’s
decision to demolish the barn due to liability concerns. I watched as a contractor, utilizing a small but
powerful backhoe to rock and push successive walls
down until there was nothing but a large pile of wooden rubble on a cement slab. Following the demolition,
I walked out around the surrounding trails, then returned to the scene about an hour later. Everyone
was gone. I wanted to see how the animals would respond to this sudden change in their environment.
Standing quietly near the west end of the pile of
wood, I watched as a dozen or so Magpies climbed
around in the wreckage looking like they were exploring the carcass of a large whale thrown up on this
remote beach during an especially high tide. Next,
the orange feathered Flicker family came in looking
for bugs to eat or a timber to drill on. The Box Elder
Beetles, accompanied by some Lady Bugs, were making a mass exodus from what they had planned to be
their winter shelter. Suddenly, a Bewick’s Wren
hopped out of the wreckage and into some nearby
bushes. As dusk arrived and all was silent, I turned
to leave and looked up to see a Great Horned Owl
sitting on a branch in the nearby wood. I tried but
just couldn’t find the words to smooth its feathers in
absorbing this irretrievable loss of its long time
hideaway…. “No one asked me!” he hooted.
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In the Field...by Ginger Shoemake
December got off to a good start for winter birds. On
the 1st Mike and MerryLynn watched over 12,000 snow
geese for over 40 minutes fly south over Ice Harbor
Dam. There were two blue morph in the group near the
front.
Paul and Judy Treman joined Rodger and me on
December 1 for a drive north of Prescott where we
found six long eared owls, 3 northern shrikes, 5
rough-legged hawks and several red-tailed hawks,
northern harriers and American kestrels. The bald
eagle pair that nested on the Touchet River near
Harshaw Road were standing on the nest.
On December 2, Mike and MerryLynn found a pygmy
owl on Blue Creek. The same day they saw over 200
bohemian waxwings in the trees on the corner of 12th
and Larch in College Place.
Wally Tomlinson saw lots of birds on a walk around his
farm on December 4, including a pair of red-tailed
hawks, a northern harrier, a great blue heron and
green-winged teal.
On December 5,
Rodger
and
I
transported this very
thin western screech
owl from Animal
Clinic East to Blue
Mountain Wildlife in
Pendleton. Hopefully
it will make it. If any
of you are willing to
transport birds from
Animal Clinic East
to Blue Mountain
Wildlife, let the
Clinic
know.
It
would be a big help
to Lynn and Bob at
Blue
Mountain
Wildlife.
It was a beautiful snowy walk around Bennington Lake
for six of us on December 6. Over 80 killdeer lined the
edges of the water along with one long-billed
dowitcher.
Waterfowl included mallards, greenwinged teals, American wigeons, northern pintails,
common and hooded mergansers, northern shovelers,
gadwalls, common goldeneyes, canada geese, and a
ring-necked duck. However, the most exciting sighting
was 17 tundra swans that flew in and landed on the
lake.
On December 6, Jan Anderson emailed Mike and
MerryLynn with a photo of an unidentified bird that was

coming
to
their
hummingbird
feeder.
Mike and MerryLynn
went out to their house on
Tum-A-Lum Road on
December 7 and were
very excited to find a
northern parula. This
little
warbler
was
obviously very lost!
Jim and Sue Parrish went to the north end of the county
with Mike and MerryLynn on December 7 to look for
winter birds. Notable birds seen were 2 snow buntings
on Sheffler Road, over 65 gray-crowned rosy finches
at the gravel pit above Lower Monumental Dam, 6 tree
sparrows on SmithSprings Road and 11 rough-legged
hawks along the way.
The temperatures plummeted on December 8, so I spent
the day keeping my hummingbird feeders thawed. I still
had 2 Anna’s hummingbirds coming in to drink. Jim
and Sue Parrish were also feeding two Anna’s and Jim
got this beautiful photo of an adult male.

On December 7, Jim Swayne reported repeated visits
from a pair of barn owls, “pretty clearly a pair due to
the way they hunt and perch; always back to back, and
traveling together.” He also had a Wilson’s snipe in his
ditch.
While doing maintenance work at the Art Rempel
Natural Area on December 7, Tom Land came across a
bald eagle and many animal tracks in the snow.
Jim and Sue Parrish walked Rooks Park on December
10. They found 27 species including two pileated
woodpeckers, four varied thrushes, and a whitethroated sparrow. However, the oddest sighting was
two Wilson’s snipe on Mill Creek—not a normal place
to see them!
Four of us joined Mike Denny on the Pre-Count Field
Trip on December 10. The weather was cold but the sun
came out and it was a beautiful snowy day. We found
35 species. Highlights were trees full of bohemian
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waxwings, cedar waxwings and robins at Lyons Park
behind K-Mart, a pileated woodpecker at Rooks Park
and 6 golden-crowned kinglets in one tree in Pioneer
Park. Photos from the trip can be found on the Blue
Mountain Audubon Facebook page.
The brave birders that walked Bennington Lake on
December 13 noted that the lake was mostly frozen.
They were excited to find the first long-eared owl of the
winter at the lake along with two great horned owls, a
northern shrike and two northern harriers, plus the
usual winter birds.
December 17 was the Walla Walla Christmas Bird
Count. 24 People turned out in spite of the bitter cold to
record birds seen. An additional 7 people counted birds
at their feeders.

hawks, a Cooper’s hawk and a sharp-shinned hawk
were actively hunting. The water was still mostly frozen
but there was a great blue heron and a few ducks on
the open water.
Mike and MerryLynn birded the Columbia and Snake
rivers on December 21. Highlights were a glaucous
gull at the Walla Walla River Delta, a long-tailed duck,
mew gull, red-breasted merganser and barn owl at
Ice Harbor Dam.
On December 23, Pam
Fisher walked Mill Creek
where she found this
common
goldeneye
swimming with a pair of
hooded merganser and a
common merganser. On
Christmas Eve a merlin was stalking her bird feeders.
The Dennys and the Parrishes drove to Lewiston on
December 27 and successfully chased a very rare bird—
a red-flanked bluetail. This is a bird that is usually
found in northern Asia, and has only been seen in the
Lower 48 four times before it was found on December
26 by John Hanna at Hells Gate State Park. Jim Parrish
took this nice photo of a rare visitor to the Inland
Northwest.

Special thanks to Linda Hanson
and Chris Howard who went
above and beyond to cover
Bennington Lake. Since the road
was closed they had to ski and
snowshoe into the lake from
Rooks Park.

77 species were found on count day, with an additional
7 seen during count week for a total of 84 species.
Highlights were short eared owl, Williamson’s
sapsucker, Anna’s hummingbirds, golden eagle,
Wilson’s snipe, tree sparrows, fox sparrow gray
partridges and golden-crowned sparrows. The day
ended with a wrap-up dinner at the home of Pat Keef
and Nancy Mitchell.
A special thanks goes to
MerryLynn Denny for organizing the count. Well done
MerryLynn!
On December 20, the Bennington Lake walkers sloshed
through the trails looking for birds. They found one
long-eared owl, a rough-legged hawk, a flock of 28
bohemian waxwings and three great horned owls.
The temperature was in the high 40’s but many of the
passerines were absent. Northern harriers, red-tailed

On January 1, many of us took part in a County Big
Day. The best birds of the day had to be the great gray
owl found by Nat Drumheller on Lewis Peak Road and
the long-tailed duck seen by Mike and MerryLynn at
Ice Harbor Dam. Misses included western screech owl,
pygmy owl, American dipper, pine siskin and
mountain chickadee. A list of the birds seen can be
found on Page 5.
As the New Year begins, let me know what you are
seeing in your yards and out in the field. Send your
sightings to me at housewren084@gmail.com
HAPPY NEW YEAR!
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