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Monthly Calendar

Meeting

Board Meeting
April 12– 7:00 p.m.

Room 129 Olin Hall, Whitman College

Membership Meeting: April 19—7:00 p.m.
PROGRAM - SPINELESS: The Life and Times of Gelatinous Organisms

Membership Meeting
April 19—7:00 p.m.
Whitman College

Here are some fun questions that rarely get asked
in marine biology: What's a limpet to do when it
has both sperm and eggs to provide? How does it
communicate its double desires? How do jellyfish
keep their cells from bursting under pressure? But
most importantly, how can we keep from
researching these animals through a spine-centric
lens?

Field Trip
April 21—8:00 a.m.
Harper Joy Theatre Parking lot

All this (and more) to be explored!
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Contact BMAS:
Email: housewren084@gmail.com
Mail: PO Box 1106
Walla Walla, WA 99362

Erin Hennessey is the 2017 Arthur G. Rempel
Scholar and an intertidal junkie. She's a Whitman
senior majoring in Biology, but started her
schooling at Oberlin College and Conservatory
studying Biology and Violin Performance. She
spent an interim year in Panama before coming to Whitman, working with for the
Smithsonian Tropical Research Station on the reproductive ecology of limpets. She's
looking forward to graduating and getting more time in the field.

Field Trip
EARLY ARRIVALS
April 21 – 8:00 a.m.
April brings big changes in bird activity for Walla Walla
County. Birds such as ospreys, Swainson’s hawks, American
avocets and black-necked stilts will have returned to nest.
Young great horned owls will be visible in their nests;
swallows will be busy looking for insects; and the sounds of
red-winged blackbirds and meadowlarks will fill the air.
Grab your binoculars and come along with Rodger and Ginger
Shoemake as they check out various areas west of Walla Walla
for these and other spring birds that have made their way back
to our valley. Meet at Harper Joy Theatre parking lot, plan to
car pool and bring a friend or two with you. We should be back by early afternoon.
If you have questions contact Ginger at housewren084@gmail.com
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In the News
BABY BARN OWLS
By Lynn Tompkins, Blue Mountain Wildlife
March 5, 2018
Repairs were being made on a grain elevator near
Eltopia, WA. Holes in the elevator were being boarded
up to keep pigeons from roosting inside when a barn owl
nest was discovered. Volunteer Ken transported seven
young Barn Owls to BMW’s facility near Benton City
where they will be raised using the method known as
hacking, a process that mimics the behavior of the
parents when raising young.
The owls are goodsized,
ranging
in
weight
from 200
grams to just over 500
grams. Michele, a
master at raising baby
owls, divided the owls
into
two
groups,
putting similar sized
owls together. Raptors
start incubating their
eggs as soon as they
start laying. There is a
two to three day space
between the eggs
which means they
hatch out over a two to
three week period. As
soon as the owls can swallow a whole mouse, about one
month of age, they will be moved outside to a nest box.
These owls are all large enough to swallow a whole
mouse, they just need to learn that white mice are just as
tasty as the rodents brought by their parents. It won’t
take long.

AUDUBON NEWS
By Purbita Saha
February 22, 2018
“If you see one cardinal,
you’ve seen them all,” said
no one ever. As common
as they are, Northern
Cardinals rank among the
most-loved birds in the
eastern
United
States
(unless you’re a Chicago
Cubs fan). The National
Audubon Society should
know:
Our
Facebook
followers can’t seem to get

enough of them.

So, it’s no surprise when a cardinal turns heads—except
in Charlie Stephenson’s case, where that double take
may have resulted in some whiplash. Back in January,
she found an impossibly bright male in her backyard in
Alabaster, Alabama. But instead of the typical ruby-red
color scheme, this Northern Cardinal looked like it had
been dipped in a bucket of turmeric.
After hosting the oddball for weeks, Stephenson invited
fellow Alabaman Jeremy Black over to photograph it.
The resulting images hit the internet last weekend, and
boy, were people psyched . . . and confused.
Thankfully, Stephenson had already consulted Geoffrey
Hill, an ornithologist and coloration expert at Auburn
University. He told her that the bird probably had a
genetic mutation that renders the pigments it draws from
foods yellow rather than red. The condition he cited,
xanthochroism, has been seen in other cardinals, along
with eastern House Finches and maybe Evening
Grosbeaks.
But that’s just one theory behind the bird’s wardrobe
malfunction. As Geoff LeBaron, Audubon’s Christmas
Bird Count director, points out, the cardinal’s crest and
wing feathers look frayed in photos. While wear and tear
is a natural part of a bird’s life, it can be exacerbated by
a poor diet or environmental stressors. These health
issues could also lead to changes in how carotenoids—
plant-based pigments that turn feathers red, orange, and
yellow—are expressed.
Although this alternative theory is plausible, ultimately,
LeBaron agrees that genetics could be the sole factor.
But the only way to solve the case is to wait for the
cardinal to swap its feathers. “Time will tell with this
bird,” LeBaron says. If it sticks around Alabaster and is
still yellow next winter, a mutation is the likeliest
culprit. But if it comes out red after another molt, it
means the bird somehow recalibrated its pigments.
As birds have shown over and over, there are always
new plumage puzzles to investigate. Remember the halffemale, half-male cardinal that made the news a few
years ago? That turned out to be a an obscure type of
hermaphroditism—a phenomenon that affects many
types of animals.
For Stephenson’s yellow cardinal (not to be confused
with a Yellow Cardinal), we'll have to see if its look is
permanent. Regardless, at least it wore its
golden feathers boldly. “If I fly or if I fall, at least I can
say I gave it all.” That one’s from RuPaul.
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Migration

Bird of the Month

April is here and so it’s time to get those hummingbird
feeders out! It also means the return of my favorite
summer bird—the house wren. Hopefully, you were
able to check off many of the migrants that returned
during March. Here is a list of the birds to look for
during the month of April.

SPOTTED TOWHEE Pipilo chlorurus

Cinnamon Teal
Osprey
Swainson’s hawk
Greater yellowlegs
Spotted sandpiper
Vaux’s swift
Bank swallow
Barn swallow
Orange-crowned warbler
Nashville warbler
Yellow warbler
Townsend’s warbler
Calliope hummingbird
Black-chinned hummingbird
Rufous hummingbird
House wren
Hammond’s flycatcher
Western kingbird
Grasshopper sparrow
Brewer’s sparrow

Size: 8.5 inches
Description: Stocky, long
tailed sparrow with black
hood, rufous flanks, red
eye, black back with
white spotted wings.
Photo by Judy Treman
Spotted towhees are found in brushy areas and shrubby
backyards—places with dense shrub cover and plenty of
leaf litter. When foraging they do a “double scratch”
movement, a quick one step forward and one-hop
backward maneuver that turns over leaves and other
ground debris to uncover hidden food sources. One
spotted towhee with an unusable, injured foot was
observed hopping and scratching with one foot. Now
that’s determination! They also hide in the shrubs and
dart out to scratch for food under backyard feeders.

Male Black-shinned
Hummingbird

Male Calliope
Hummingbird

Male Rufous
Hummingbird

Photos by Rodger Shoemake

Their nest is either on the ground or near it. They often
choose fairly exposed areas over sites deep inside a
thicket, but with these areas they find a clump of grass,
or the base of a shrub to conceal their nest. The female
builds a nest of dry leaves, stems and bark strips. This
in lined with fine, dry materials such as grass, pine
needles and hair.
Ground nests are built into
depressions so that the nest rim is at the soil surface or
slightly above it. Clutch size is 2-6 eggs, and they can
have up to 3 broods a year. Incubation period is 12-13
days and nestling period is 10-12 days.
Although spotted towhees are found here year round,
they are easier to find in the spring when mating season
arrives. Early in the breeding season, males can be seen
on top on shrubs singing their hearts out. At this time of
year they have actually been recorded spending 70-90%
of their morning singing. However, almost as soon as
they attract a mate, their attention shifts and they spend
only about 5% of their time singing.
Even though they can be a skulky bird, their loud
buzzing sound can alert you to their location. They
usually fly short distances so if you watch closely once
you hear their buzz, you will probably find them.
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The World Around Us
NOSES UP FOR ANY CHALLENGE
National Wildlife Magazine, Feb-Mar Issue
If you’ve ever watched your pet pooch happily roll in a
pile of something putrid, the idea that a dog would race
through the woods after a stinky smell may seem like a
no-brainer. But the work of the sniffers in a 20-year old
Conservation Canines program at the University of
Washington doesn’t stop with the obvious: They search
for the tiniest targets, support international wildlife
protection and even go to sea to sniff for whales.
The dogs can lead researchers to scats so small that
people can barely find them at all. Highly endangered
Pacific pocket mice, for example, weigh only about a
quarter of an ounce, and the droppings they leave in
their few remaining Southern California coastal meadow
habitats are barely the size of rice grains. But dog teams
have found evidence of the tiny mice in previously
undocumented areas giving land managers data to
support mouse-friendly decisions.
Scats from caterpillars of the endangered silverspot
butterfly are even smaller – about the size of poppy
seeds. On Oregon’s Mount Hebo, where the butterflies
can still find the rare, early blue violets they depend on
to shelter their eggs, sniffer dogs have found the
caterpillars’ tiny droppings, confirming that local
conservation efforts are helping this native butterfly
survive in the wild.
Perhaps the most surprising task the dogs have mastered
is finding scats of killer whales floating on the windwhipped waters of Puget Sound. Though endangered
orcas have been federally protected since 2005, the
Vancouver-area resident population has continued to
decline and researchers want to know why. But
collecting tissue samples from big marine mammals is
challenging, and scientists don’t risk repeating biopsies
on the same animal. Led by the noses of their dogs,
University of Washington researchers collected 348
scats from 79 orcas during a seven-year period, allowing
them to track the health of individual whales over time –
a true sea change to our ability to understand the lives of
these iconic animals.

MALHEUR FIELD STATION CRISIS !
Message from MFS Board of Directors, March 18.
The Situation
This crisis began on Sunday February 18 when Harney
Electric Cooperative (HEC) was replacing a downed power
pole at MFS and hit a water main. This shock resulted in
many leaks, some large, some small, in the approximately
50 year-old water system. HEC has been very responsive
in repairing all the leaks that have been found. However,
the water storage tanks are still not filling adequately to
provide quantity and pressure to all buildings, so there are
leaks in the system that no one can locate. This has only
become obvious in the last few days. Given the age of the
system, we are told there are most likely many small leaks,
and perhaps undetectable large leaks, and that the entire
system is probably “failing”. At this time there is enough
water to support on-site staff but hosting guests is
problematic. Rose (Station Manager) and Doug (Station
Maintenance) have worked diligently with HEC and the
Oregon Association of Water Utilities to find ways to
restore the system, but without total success so far.
The Challenges
The first challenge is to find a way to survive financially,
for an indeterminate length of time, while seeking to
restore/replace the water system. User fees are a huge part
of the MFS budget and the “high season” (therefore high
revenue) is rapidly approaching. There are ongoing
operating expenses even if we do not have paying guests.
The second challenge is to find ways to finance a fix. We
would use the “band-aid” approach in the short term if
anyone could propose a workable solution, but it is more
likely it will take replacement to bring the system back to
what we require. We are looking into grants but these
usually require a few months (at best) to get through
application and approval processes. Grants often require
matching funds, so we would need to fundraise for our
portion if required. We have a preliminary estimate of
about $207,000 to replace the water system.
What Can You Do?
1. Bear with us. This has been very time consuming and
stressful for our staff, and they have endured primitive
working conditions for a number of days. We obviously
don’t know how this is going to play out.
2. Our “Harrier” property (mobile home and acreage on
OO Road off Highway 205) is for sale. Selling that would
give us a boost toward a new water system. If you or
anyone you know might be interested, go to http://
randywilsonrealty.com/listings/549400/50676-oo-ranch-rdburns#.Wq1A_5ch2M8 to see the listing.
3. Expect to hear from us about fund-raising. MFS has
wonderful, generous supporters and we need all of your
good will to succeed.
4. Spread the word. Be aware that this truly is a “do or die”
time for MFS. We meet the challenges or the endeavor
fails.
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Events
Dean Hale Woodpecker Festival
Sisters Oregon
May 31-June 3, 2018
Registration will open on
April 2 for the 8th annual
Dean Hale Woodpecker
Festival taking place in
Sisters, Oregon from May
31- June 3.
Festival
participants have a choice of
20 guided tours in search of
11 different species of
woodpeckers and 200 other
birds that make the forests,
burn areas and diverse
habitat of Sisters and
Central Oregon a birding
hot spot. The East Cascades
Audubon Society (ECAS) sponsors the Festival. Each
trip, guided by two ECAS volunteers, includes a limited
number of fellow birders and tour registration fills up
fast.
According to Sherrie Pierce, a festival organizer,
“Sisters and the Santiam Pass regions have witnessed
many forest fires recently. Because burned areas attract
bugs, which, in turn, attract woodpeckers, participants
have a chance to see not only common woodpeckers like
Hairy and Downy but also much rarer species like White
-headed, American Three-toed, and Black-backed
Woodpeckers. Few places in the United States are as
rich in such a variety of woodpeckers as this area of
central Oregon.”
Full day trips are $35 while half-day trips and the Night
Owl Prowl are $25. Tours include an all day trip to
Summer Lake on Thursday. On Friday there will be a
birding tour to the Crooked River Country and a
different trip to the Shevlin Park/Awbrey Hall Burn.
Birding trips are all day on Saturday and mornings on
Sunday. In addition to the birding tours, the festival
offers a native plants/birding tour on Saturday and, on
Sunday, an opportunity to experience the bird banding
of kestrels and bluebirds. The festival will sponsor an
Owl Prowl on Saturday night as well as a social
gathering at the Belfry in Sisters. Tours take place under
a special use permit with the Deschutes National Forest.
Participants provide their own transportation and
carpooling is required.
For information about the Dean Hale Woodpecker
Festival, details on the birding tours or to register for the
festival go to http://www.ecaudubon.org/dean-halewoodpecker-festival
or email to dhwf2018@gmail.com
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Musings

by Chris Howard

The White Wings of Spring
Spring, the Vernal Equinox, was a day early this
year. The sun reached its halfway journey along
the horizon on March 20th instead of its usual
arrival on March 21st. Gazing at the clear starry
sky the night before, I thought it would be a
perfect morning for an equinox celebration. Having
made prior arrangements with my always ready-togo partner, Aaron, I picked him up at his house at
6:15 and we were soon standing in the dim light of
pre-dawn in the empty parking lot of Bennington
Lake. The lake was a shimmering silver color with
the ripples of geese and ducks etching V’s on its
surface. Small flocks of ducks began to take off
swiftly soaring over the surrounding trees,
probably continuing their long journey north. The
much larger Canadian Geese laboriously made their
slow ascent into the sky over the lake amidst a
cacophony of honks. Aaron and I walked quietly
along the wooded edge of the parking lot stopping
to observe the holes in the nearby cliff for signs
of owl activities. As we watched, a Great Horned
Owl, swooped into a nearby tree. The owl began a
series of deep, vibrating hoots, his body bending
over as he emitted the sound. From across the
parking lot came the softer hoots of a return call.
These calls echoed back and forth a few times
before the owl swooped down out of sight. This
interchange of hoots gives hope that the female
owl is on the nest incubating eggs in one of the
holes in the cliff.
Aaron and I continued our journey to the solar
observatory on the top of the hill. I established
this solar tracking point a few years ago upon
returning from Peru. In Peru, with a strong Incan
history, there are many temples and historical
sites that are oriented according to the four
directions and the sun and moon.
Crossing the dry stream bed, we each picked up a
rock to add to the observation point. Climbing up
the hill in the cold, clear morning air, breathing in
the beauty of the dawn, I looked over toward the
lake and was surprised to see a magnificent white
swan, its long neck and wings reflecting the early
morning colors. This magical spring omen slowly
circled above the lake before flying off to the
West. Finishing our climb to the top of hill, we
stood watching the mountains on the Eastern
horizon guessing the exact spot the spring sun
would shine forth continuing the cycle of the
seasons. Soon the first rays of the sun broke the
horizon on a perfect line with the solar
observation point. I can’t think of a better way to
welcome Spring.
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In the Field...by Ginger Shoemake
While out birding in the northern part of the county on
March 3, Mike and MerryLynn came across two shorteared owls. Once
fairly common in the
county, they are now
much harder to find.
They also found a
large flock of mixed
American
goldfinches
and
common redpolls.
Here is a photo that
MerryLynn took of
one of the owls.

George and Deanna
Jameson went for a
drive to look for
birds on March 4.
They found several
red-tailed hawks
on nests, including
this one that George
photographed. They
also noticed that the
bald eagles are back on their nest on the Tucannon
River near Lyons Ferry.
Bennington Lake was starting to show some bird
activity on Tuesday, March 6. The great horned owls
were nesting in one of the cottonwood trees, but
unfortunately the nest blew down and there were egg
parts under it, so they will have to find another nest to
occupy or wait another year. We did see two pairs of
them on our walk, so hopefully they will find a suitable
nesting site. There was a small flock of lesser
goldfinches in the star thistle and many singing blackcapped chickadees all around the lake.
Five
Townsend’s solitaires were seen, and both golden
crowned kinglets and ruby crowned kinglets. On the
water were hooded mergansers, buffleheads, ringnecked ducks, coots and common goldeneyes, as well
as two great blue herons and several killdeer. A pair
of northern harriers were doing their courtship display
and the female red-tailed hawk was on her nest. It also
looked like a pair of Cooper’s hawks were starting to
build a nest in the canal.
Diana Elder saw 6 sandhill cranes fly over Whitman
Mission on March 7. This is the first of the year
sighting for them in Walla Walla County.
Mike and MerryLynn took a friend from the west side
birding on March 7. They visited several areas in the
north part of the county and saw many birds, but the best
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sighting of the day was 2 mountain bluebirds
migrating through on their way to the Blues. It won’t be
long until they are up on Jasper Mountain!
Wally Tomlinson visited McNary NWR and the Walla
Walla River Delta on March 7. Highlights were
northern pintails, northern shovelers, tundra swans,
canvasbacks and pied-billed grebes.
On March 8, Rodger and I drove out Detour Road to see
what was around. Highlights were many red-tailed
hawks, oodles of Brewer’s blackbirds and red-winged
blackbirds, a dozen or so pheasants, a Say’s phoebe, a
few killdeer and a beautiful adult bald eagle. Then we
checked out the great horned owls on Byrnes Road.
There were four on or around three different nest sites.
Another spring arrival on March 8. Larry Goodhew
reported seeing a Swainson’s hawk. Their arrival
means it will be time to say good-bye to the roughlegged hawks as they head north to nest.
Judy Treman and I went birding with Mike and
MerryLynn on March 10 to the west side of the county.
We found some nice birds, including a rock wren, a
Eurasian wigeon and golden-crowned sparrows.
Later in the day Mike and MerryLynn found a longbilled dowitcher and about 100 dunlin with the usual
waterfowl at the Walla Walla River Delta.
Mike Denny saw the first violet-green swallows of the
spring in downtown Walla Walla on March 13.
The highlight of the Tuesday Bennington Lake walk on
March 13 was watching four mountain bluebirds
sitting on the fence posts on the west side of the canal.
What a beautiful sight! There were many robins on the
ground and in the trees, and a few calling red-winged
blackbirds flying around. We saw several rubycrowned kinglets including one that was singing. A
Pacific wren was skulking around along the west side
trail and black-capped chickadees, lesser goldfinches,
American goldfinches and juncos were near the
feeders.
MerryLynn called to say they found a long-billed
curlew on Riggs Road on March 14. Rodger and I
stopped by there on our way home from the Tri Cities
and saw four of them feeding in the alfalfa fields.
Shortly later they flew to the south and there were
actually seven of them, and they were calling as they
flew off.
Linda Hanson saw two belted kingfishers on the way
up to Bennington Lake on March 16. She also noted a
brown creeper, two great horned owls and a rubycrowned kinglet on her walk around the lake.
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Rodger and I took a drive on March 18 to look for birds
(of course). Highlights were six Say’s phoebes on
Luckenbill Road, a northern shrike and barn owls on
North Touchet River Road, several nesting red-tailed
hawks and great horned owls on N. Touchet River
Road and a Harlan’s red-tailed hawk on Detour Road.
Slowly but surely the summer birds are returning.
MerryLynn found a Caspian tern at the Walla Walla
River Delta on March 19.
We found tree swallows on our Tuesday morning walk
at Bennington Lake on March 20. The busiest spot was
at the feeders along the canal trail where the birds were
feeding including, this lesser goldfinch that Melissa
Cummins photographed.
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reliable place to find both mountain and western
bluebirds in the late spring and summer months.
On March 23, Pam Fisher saw a hermit thrush as she
was walking along the south side of the Mill Creek Trail
near Rooks Park. She also mentioned that a northern
flicker was drumming on the owl box she has in her
yard. Last year flickers nested in the box and she is
wondering if they will again this year. She has had
screech owls nest in the box in past years, but last year
the flickers took it.
Jani Kay Smith was driving down Fern to Bryant Street
on March 26 when she saw three turkey vultures. She
said their red head and size led her to her realize what
she was seeing. That’s certainly not a common bird to
see, but they do migrate through here in the spring on
their way to the Blue Mountains.
Things are going to get really exciting in April as more
birds return. Warblers will be moving in and moving
through, all the swallows will return that haven’t already
made an appearance, and the nice thing is that all the
birds will be singing! So listen when you go out in your
yard—who knows what you will find! Let me know
what you are seeing and hearing by emailing me at
housewren084@gmail.com Also, remember to check
the Blue Mountain Facebook page often to see what
photos are being posted.

On her way out she found a violet-green swallow,
another first of the season for Bennington Lake.

Mike and MerryLynn found four western bluebirds on
Jasper Mountain on March 21. Looks like the bluebirds
are moving into their usual nesting spots. Jasper
Mountain has many boxes along the road and is a

Happy Spring!
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