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The 44th annual Walla Walla Christmas Bird Count will be Saturday,
December 16. Meet at Harper Joy Theater parking lot at 7:30 a.m. for
orientation. All eyes are needed! Our CBC circle is centered at Bennington
Lake and is 15 miles across. It is broken up into 12 areas – some areas
require a lot of walking – others can be birded from the car. If you cannot
come out for the day you can still contribute by counting
birds at your feeder (if you live within 7.5 miles of Bennington Lake). All
bird species AND numbers are counted.
There will be a wrap-up get together at 5:30 p.m. at Fort Walla Walla
Museum off Myra Rd. Hot soup, bread and drink provided. You do NOT
have to come on the count to join in the wrap-up – and you are welcome to
bring your favorite salad and/or dessert.
Please contact MerryLynn Denny m.denny@charter.net or 529-0080 if you
plan on participating so she can assign folks to areas and organize the count.
If you cannot come to the wrap-up please send your bird count to
MerryLynn. Thank you very much!

Field Trip
PRE-CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNT
Saturday, December 9 – 8:00 a.m. to 12:00 noon
Join Mike Denny on a Pre-Christmas Bird Count (CBC) a week before the all-day
CBC on December 16. This will be an excellent opportunity to learn more about
how and where the count is conducted; and see some of the birds we hope to find on
the CBC. We will scope out several of the 12 areas within the15-mile-diameter
count circle that is centered at Bennington Lake. One of the goals of this field trip
is to encourage greater participation in the December 16th CBC, especially for those
that have never participated and for those that consider themselves “beginning
birders”.
We will meet at the Harper Joy Theater parking lot on the Whitman College
campus and carpool. Bring your binoculars and a friend or two. You do not
have to be a member of Blue Mountain Audubon to attend and all ages are
welcome. If you have any questions, contact Mike at: m.denny@charter.net or
529-0080
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More on Christmas Bird Count
Each year in late December, more than 50,000 birders
across North America participate in Audubon’s annual
Christmas Bird Count, the world’s longest-running
database in ornithology. First conducted in 1900, the
Christmas Bird Count is a day long census of bird
populations. Each local count occurs within a 15-mile
diameter circle. Participants count all the birds they see
or hear within the circle in a 24-hour period.

Here are some uncommon birds to be on the lookout for
during the count.
Evening grosbeak
Photo by
Rodger Shoemake

You don’t need to be an expert to participate, and
you don’t have to count for the entire day. Even if
you can participate for only a few hours, your
contribution is welcome and important.
In any given year, there are about 50 Christmas Bird
Counts in Washington State, ranging from the mouth of
the Columbia River to Colville, and from Pullman to
Bellingham.

Harris’s sparrow
Photo by
Rodger Shoemake

The results of National Audubon’s Christmas Bird
Count represent more than 100 years of continuous data
on trends of early-winter bird populations across the
Americas.

Lesser goldfinch
Photo by
Rodger Shoemake

How to prepare for count day.
1. Study the Walla Walla County Checklist to
familiarize yourself on what birds are seen here
during the winter.
2. Work on your identification skills by studying a
field guide or bird ap.
3. Practice counting birds.
4. Listen to bird vocalizations. Hearing a bird will
help you locate it. Also, birds heard and not
seen are countable. Example: You hear a
pheasant but don’t see it. Count it!
5. Learn which birds to look for where. Example:
Juncos are usually found in the brush close to
the ground while finches are often found high in
the tree-tops.
6. Don’t forget to check the sky for hawks,
waterfowl and large flocks of birds.
7. Practice counting large flocks of flying birds
such as canada geese or starlings in groups of 10
or even 100 for huge flocks.
8. If you aren’t familiar with binoculars, practice
using them so you can readily find birds on
count day.

Anna’s
Hummingbird
Photo by
Jim Parrish

Hermit thrush
Photo by
Jim Parrish

Lincoln’s
sparrow
Photo by
Jim Parrish
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Local News

Bird of the Month

Angela Berrier’s 3-5 grade students at Dixie School
joined Chris Howard, his daughter, and Kathy
McConnell on November 7 for a tour of the Natural
Area for a unit on habitat. They walked through the area
with frozen fog on most surfaces. The students each
carried a notebook to write notes on habitat and
sightings. Kathy reported it was a fun outing with a
great group of kids.

COMMON REDPOLL Carduelis flammea
Size: 5.25 inches
Description: heavily
streaked finch with tiny
yellow bill, black throat
and a dark red fore
crown. Male has pink
breast.
Photo by
MerryLynn Denny
Common redpolls breed worldwide in the lands that ring
the Arctic Ocean. Their numbers are estimated in the
tens of millions, but we are lucky to see them in the
winter if they move this far south in search of food.
They are most likely to come to thistle feeders in our
backyards, or out in the weedy or scrubby fields where
they often form large flocks that seem constantly in
motion. During the winter they may tunnel into the
snow to stay warm during the night. Some of these
tunnels may be more than a foot long and as much as
four inches below the insulating snow.

Six hardy souls showed up for the BMAS Fall Adopt-aHighway trash pick-up on November 11 and cleaned up
our one mile of highway west of town. Four are shown
in this photo, one took the photo and one was still
picking-up!
Many thanks to Larry Boe for coordinating this event
and to all who participated!!!

The female builds the nest on a foundation of small
twigs laid across thin branches. The nest is made of
grass, fine twigs and tree moss which is lined with a
thick layer of feathers, hair fur or downy plant material.
Their nests tend to be low to the ground, or even on
driftwood or rock ledges on the tundra. Clutch size is 27 eggs, but they may have as many as three broods.
They are known to survive temperatures of –65F. A
study in Alaska found they put on about 31% more
plumage by weight in the winter months to help them
survive at these low temperatures.
Common redpolls eat mainly small seeds from trees
such as willow, alder, birch, spruces and pines; however
they also eat grasses and wildflowers. During the
summer they also eat spiders and insects.
Look for them at your thistle feeders in the winter with
flocks of goldfinches and pine siskins. They may also
be found feeding on catkins in birch trees, or on star
thistle along roadsides.
If you are participating in the Christmas Bird Count,
make a special note to be on the lookout for them.
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Birds and Weather

Audubon Washington

DO BIRDS GET COLD FEET?

GO SOLAR WASHINGTON

According to The Bird Watching Answer Book by Laura
Erickson, songbirds do get very cold feet. The surface
temperature of their feet may be barely above freezing
even as the bird maintains its core body temperature
about 100 degrees F. But most birds don’t succumb to
frostbite because there is so little fluid in the cells of
their feet, and because their circulation is so fast that
blood doesn’t remain in their feet long enough to freeze.

The Audubon Birds and Climate Change Report states
that nearly half of America’s bird species are threatened
or endangered by climate change, including 189 species
found in the state of Washington. Carbon pollution from
burning fossil fuels is the main contributor to climate
change. Increasing the use of solar power – a local,
renewable energy source – would reduce the amount of
carbon pollution from fossil fuel generated electricity,
and ensure a clean and independent energy future in
Washington.

Erickson suggests that we don’t know if cold feet
bothers birds. We do know that they have few pain
receptors in their feet, and the circulation in their legs
and feet is double-shunt—the blood vessels going to and
from the feet are very close together, so blood flowing
back to the body is warmed by flood flowing to the feet.
The newly cooled blood in the feet lowers heat loss from
the feet, and the warmed blood flowing back into the
body prevents the bird from becoming chilled.

Solar energy technology is booming in the United
States, and yet in Washington State, solar remains far
behind among the ways we produce and consume
electricity. There is a need to build public support for
solar in Washington State, and for citizens to work with
their decision makers to implement strategies and
actions that will make Washington a leader in the clean
energy revolution.

COPING WITH THE COLD
Another article in The Bird Watching Answer Book
explains how birds cope with extreme cold. Bird bodies
are like a well-insulated cabin. Their outer or contour,
feathers keep moisture and wind out. Their inner, or
down, feathers trap air, providing insulation to hold their
body heat inside. Northern birds grow additional down
feathers during the fall as temperatures start plunging.
When they sleep, they raise these feathers, maximizing
their insulation just as we do when we plump up a down
sleeping bag or jacket.
Even the most well insulated cabin can be cold without a
heat source within. Birds have two “furnaces” — their
own muscle activity and their metabolism. Both burn
calories from their food to produce heat. Birds can
survive northern winters only if they can get enough
high-energy food to maintain their body temperature.
This is especially tricky because the farther north they
are, the longer the nights, so the less time each day can
be spent searching for food to stay alive over the long
night.
On cold nights, roosting chickadees “turn their
thermostat down” by allowing their body temperature,
normally above 100 degrees F to drop as low as 82
degrees F. This saves energy. When a chickadee
awakens on a cold winter morning, it immediately starts
to shiver. That muscle activity quickly raises the body
temperature back to normal.
Another strategy some species use to survive long
winter nights is to cozy up to one another. Chickadees
don’t do this (each one sleeps in its own cavity) but
bluebirds, creepers, and pygmy nuthatches sometimes
do.

Working with Environment Washington, our
collaborative Go Solar Washington initiative focuses on
running local campaigns (city or county level) in priority
geographies that identify and cultivate elected officials
into clean energy champions, engage and activate a
diverse network of local grasstops and stakeholders, and
mobilize public action to support decision makers in
their efforts to advance solar solutions in their
communities.
The goal is to pass local government resolutions that
establish specific goals for solar energy, either at the
city or county level. The resolution includes the
creation of a citizen task force responsible for
developing an action plan to achieve the resolution’s
solar energy goal.
To protect birds, bird habitat, and human communities,
Audubon supports clean energy solutions that help
reduce the amount of greenhouse gas in the atmosphere,
slow the pace of climate change, and give birds and
people more time to adapt, while investing in jobs and
energy of the future.
Learn more about why solar power is good for birds and
how you can invest in renewable energy at home.
www.audubon.org/conservation
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Events
WINTER WINGS FESTIVAL
When: Thursday, February 15, 2018 through
Sunday, February 18, 2018
Where: Oregon Institute of Technology (Oregon
Tech), 3201 Campus Drive, Klamath Falls, Oregon
Website: www.WinterWingsFest.org
Registration: Opens Dec. 16th 9 am PST
Winter birds at their finest!
Winter Wings brings
together birders and
photographers of all stripes
to learn and explore with
top notch professionals and
enthusiastic local guides.
The Klamath Basin is
renowned for its massive
wintering population of
Bald Eagles, but is prime
habitat for many other
raptors including owls, as
well as a stunning
abundance and diversity of
waterfowl. The 2018
Festival will feature three
dynamic keynoters: Author and woodpecker
specialist Stephen Shunk, Nikon Ambassador and
wildlife photographer Moose Peterson; and author
and instructor with the Cornell Lab, Kevin
McGowan.
Target birds are Bald Eagle, Golden Eagle,
Ferruginous Hawk, Rough-legged Hawk, Peregrine
Falcon, Prairie Falcon, White-headed Woodpecker,
Greater White-fronted Goose,Tule Goose, Snow
Goose, Ross's Goose, Tundra Swan, Barrow's
Goldeneye, Eurasian Wigeon, Loggerhead Shrike,
Northern Shrike, Northern Pygmy-Owl, Great Gray
Owl, Sandhill Crane, Black-crowned Night-Heron
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Musings

by Chris Howard

Leave it to the Beaver
Since I never like to miss an opportunity for full
moon nature exploration, I was disappointed when the
November full moon was hidden by cloudy skies.
Keeping an eye on the moon and the skies I was ready
to go four nights later when there was still plenty of
lunar light to provide a magical setting at Bennington
Lake. I called my ever ready-to-go nature pal and we
were down at the lake by 7:30 pm. I am always
amazed to find the parking lot empty on these
moonlight nights. There is nothing on TV that
compares with the beauty and excitement of the
moonlight evening. Looking down at the lake, we were
quickly rewarded with the shimmering image of the
3/4 moon on the still, dark surface. Luminescent
triangles of paddling ducks slowly scooting around
the lake was a mesmerizing addition to the cacophony
of honking and quacking. Like two thieves in the
night, we stealthily slipped our way through the
silvery light around the lake, keeping our eyes peeled
for Great Horned Owls or other denizens of the
dark. Soon we were standing on the cliff overlooking
the beaver lodge.
Creeping up to the edge and looking down, we were
able to spot the dark backs of a couple of beaver
stirring the surface of the waters in front of the
lodge. Suddenly there was the loud K-WHACK! of a
tail against the water warning of our presence. The
big flat tail of the beaver is one of the special
features that make them unique and interesting. The
tail is used as a rudder when swimming and also
stores fat for winter nourishment. It is also a very
effective warning paddle. Contrary to cartoons, the
tails do not carry mud. When the relative evening
calm returned, there is always the honking of the
geese and quacking of the ducks, we were able to
hear the nibbling of the beaver teeth chewing the
bark off their stored cottonwood branches. Another
interesting beaver fact is that their teeth never
stop growing. The 4 front incisors, both top and
bottom, are self-sharpening, hard orange enamel on
the outside and softer dentin on the back side. As
they chew the wood, the softer back side of the
tooth wears down faster creating a chisel like cutting
surface. Beaver have underwater entrances to their
lodge dug deep into the bank of the lake. When they
swim under water they have a transparent membrane
that covers their eyes and flaps that cover their
nostrils and ears. Beaver also have a set of inner lips
which allow them to carry branches in their mouths
while swimming without getting a mouthful of water.
During our moonlight beaver survey, I think we
counted around 6 or 7 individuals which is the norm
for a beaver family. We are lucky to have such a
fascinating animal living so close by…but you have to
leave the TV and come out on a moonlit night to see
them!

December, 2017

Page 6

In the Field...by Ginger Shoemake
It looks like it’s going to be a good winter for
uncommon birds in the Walla Walla Valley. Two
common redpolls flew over the parking lot at
Bennington Lake on October 31. They were also
reported in other places nearby in early November.

Jim Parrish sent this photo of a Wilson’s snipe that he
saw on Detour Road on November 12.

Max Retzer reported two eastern blue jays in his yard
on November 2. They were also seen in Waitsburg
about the same time and in Umapine. Here is a photo
taken by Jim Parrish of one seen south of town on
November 15.

Mike and MerryLynn birded the west side of the county
on November 12. Highlights were a ferruginous hawk
on Byrnes Road, 4 Harris’s sparrows at Madam Dorian
Park, late shorebirds at the blood ponds, merlins on
Dodd Road, red-breasted mergansers and tundra
swans at Peninsula HMU and trumpeter swans at
Casey Pond.
The pine siskins arrived in our yard on November 1.
There are at least 30 of them and they spend all day at
the feeders until the sharp-shinned hawk comes
through to scatter them.
Linda Hanson walked Bennington Lake on November 4.
Birds of note were common mergansers and hooded
mergansers, a northern shrike and over 200 cedar
waxwings.
There was a lot of bird activity in Del Henry’s yard on
November 5. He reported a spotted towhee, a merlin,
black-capped chickadees, American goldfinches, wild
turkeys and ring-necked pheasants. He also had a
western screech owl serenading them most evenings.
On November 9, Rodger and I found some nice birds on
Scenic Loop including a pacific wren, a Cassin’s finch,
a large flock of wild turkeys and a tree full of juncos,
black-capped chickadees, robins and cedar
waxwings.
Wally Tomlinson went on a bird outing on November
11. There was a lot of waterfowl at McNary NWR
including
buffleheads,
northern
shovelers,
canvasbacks and tundra swans. At Ice Harbor Dam he
saw common mergansers, hooded mergansers,
Barrow’s goldeneyes and American white pelicans.

On November 13, Dave Herr and Judy Johnson came
across a flock of over 1000 cedar waxwings between
north fork and south fork of Coppei Creek.
We saw some interesting birds on our Bennington Lake
walk on November 14 including an adult bald eagle, a
Say’s phoebe and both common and hooded
mergansers. As we were coming across the dam on the
way back to the parking lot we watched a belted
kingfisher catch a small fish, take it back up to its perch
on the concrete structure and bang it against the pipe
several times. I guess it didn’t want the fish to wiggle
around after he swallowed it! Paul Treman took this
great photo.
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On November 18, Susan Swayne reported a brown
creeper working the bark on the trunk of their large
ornamental pear tree. It was a new yard bird for them.

They also noted that the pair of bald eagles are back at
the nest site at the Millet Pond where they nested last
year.

November 18 was Tom Scribner’s Turkey Trot Field
Trip. Nine people enjoyed a day in Walla Walla and
Columbia counties searching for gobblers and other cool
birds.

Mike and MerryLynn birded Coppei Creek on
November 19 and found a very vocal northern pygmy
owl sitting on top of a snag.
Linda Hanson put on her rain gear and walked
Bennington Lake on November 21. Highlights of her
walk were a bald eagle, a Cooper’s hawk, pine siskins,
lesser goldfinches, cedar waxwings, a red-tailed hawk
and an American kestrel.
I’m not a big fan of European starlings, but on
November 24 Rodger and I watched a flock of over a
thousand of them swirling and twirling in tight
formations over a field along Yellowhawk Creek. It was
a beautiful sight to see.

It took awhile to see the first turkeys, but in the end they
counted 200 of them, most of them in Columbia County.

On November 25, Linda Hanson made a quick walk at
Bennington Lake. Two minutes after hitting the canal
trail she saw 2 golden crowned kinglets, a ruby
crowned kinglet and a brown creeper. A little further
down the trail she came across a dozen or so blackcapped chickadees.
Rodger and I took our dog for a walk around Rooks
Park on November 26. It was very quiet. Mill Creek
was running high and fast and the only waterfowl we
saw were two pairs of mallards. The park itself was
almost void of birds. There were a dozen or so pine
siskins in an alder tree, and one flicker. I finally heard
a noise and was able to locate a pacific wren. On the
way home we stopped by the Project Office to look for
waterfowl on the water—NONE! A belted kingfisher
flew in as we were leaving.

They found 25 species total, including a belted
kingfisher, 2 great horned owls, a western screech
owl and a merlin.
Mike and MerryLynn
went out to the west side
of
the
county
on
November 18.
They
found
four
swamp
sparrows at the Millet
Ponds. This is a rare bird
for Walla Walla County.
Photo by MerryLynn Denny

Jim and Sue Parrish drove up Coppei Creek and down
Jasper Mountain on November 26 looking for owls.
They didn’t find any, but did see several Cassin’s
finches, a rough legged hawk, a northern harrier, a
red-tailed hawk, spotted towhees, ruby-crowned
kinglets and tons of juncos and Bewick’s wrens.
Now that the leaves are off the trees it’s a little easier to
see birds in your yards. Please let me know what you
are seeing so I can share your sightings with everyone.
Email housewren084@gmail.com
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Mission Statement:
Blue Mountain Audubon Society (BMAS) was organized in 1971 and chartered by National Audubon Society in 1972.
The Chapter’s objectives are to serve its membership and the larger communities of Southeastern Washington and
Northeastern Oregon with the goals to appreciate, preserve and enjoy birds, wildlife, and the natural environment of the
area. Education is a primary objective of Chapter activities. Through volunteer efforts BMAS provides educational
opportunities, conservation activities and enjoyment of wildlife and wildlife habitat opportunities to members and to the
public. The Chapter meets the third Thursday, (September through May) at 7:00 p.m. in the Whitman College Science
Building. A newsletter, The Magpiper is published September through May and is free to members. Non-member
subscription fees are $25 annually. BMAS is a non-profit 501c(3) organization. Find us on the internet at
www.blumtn.org
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