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The Magpiper
Blue Mountain Audubon Society

Blue Mountain Audubon Society

Membership Meeting
Change Is the Law of Life...or Is It?
A presentation by Gary Lentz
Thursday, Nov. 21, 2019—7 p.m.  Olin Hall, Room 129 on the Whitman College campus

Gary Lentz, a retired Washington State Park Ranger, 
will present a program entitled, “Change Is the 
Law of Life … Or Is It?” on November 21.  The 
program will be presented in a Powerpoint format 
and will explore a number of plants and animals 
in our daily lives that pre-date us by hundreds of 
millions of years.  Ginkgo trees, scouring rushes, 
and cockroaches, among others, have remained 
essentially unchanged for such long periods of 
environmental changes and suggest the questions, 
“Why haven’t they changed?  Have they reached 
the ultimate form for survival on our planet?  What 
can we learn from them?  Can they survive the age 
of modern man?” Join us for an hour program that 
explores these questions and discuss what you think 
about these interesting organisms.  

Gary Lentz is a retired 
Park Ranger who was with 
Washington State Parks for 
35 years. Many of those years 
were at Lewis & Clark Trail 
State Park which has a unique 
riparian habitat and botanical 
diversity as well as being situated 
on the Lewis & Clark Trail.

Gary was born in Pennsylvania and spent many 
hours hiking the Appalachian Trail.  He found many 
parallels between his life experiences and those of David 
Douglas such as a love of plants, the desire to see what 
was growing over the next hill, and finding out how 
to collect and preserve seeds, flowers, and other plant 
products.
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Monthly Calendar
Board Meeting
Nov. 12 at 7:00 P.M.

Membership Meeting
Nov. 21 at 7:00 p.m.

Board of Directors
President: Chris Howard
Vice President: Jeff Fredson
Secretary: Linda Hanson
Treasurer: Jonathan Webster
Conservation: Mike Denny
Education: Kathy McConnell
Membership: Melissa Webster and 
Holly Howard
Programs and
Publicity: Nancy Mitchell
Natural Area: Tom Land
Bluebird Trails: Tom Scribner
Adopt a Highway: Larry Boe
Webmaster: Kathy Howard
Facebook Admin: Judy Treman
Field Trips: Sue Parrish
Magpiper Layout: Wendy Foster
Community Outreach: Mike Denny
Member at Large: Priscilla Dauble
Bird Sightings: Ginger Shoemake

Website:
http://www.blumtn.org

Bird sightings:
housewren084@gmail.com

Contact BMAS:
Email: BlueMtnAudubon@gmail.com
Mail: PO Box 1106
Walla Walla, WA 99362

Photo by Sue Parrish

Blue Mountain Audubon Society

Field Trip
Turkey Trot
Sunday, November 17 at 9:00 am
Whitman College Harper Joy Theater parking lot
Leader: Tom Scribner 

As Tom Scribner himself says “If it takes one to know one, then 
he’s the perfect leader of our Sunday, November 17 Turkey 
Trot.” Tom has led this trip for years and most years the turkeys 
cooperate. As in 200 or more. But not always. No guarantees, but 
this annual field trip usually turns up a goodly number of species 
and lots of turkeys. 

Meet at the Whitman Harper Joy Theater parking lot at 9 am and 
plan on all day, so bring a lunch. We will car pool, so bring your 
radios for inter-car communication. 

President’s Corner
By Chris Howard

Blue Mountain Audubon is a volunteer run organization. There are 
many unsung heroes who offer their time and energy throughout 
the year to provide the services that make our local Audubon a 
leading conservation organization in our area.  We offer a Tuesday 
morning bird walk, a monthly evening program, a monthly field 
trip, and an annual Christmas bird count. As if that were not 
enough we have a website full of information, the Magpiper, our 
on line newsletter and a Facebook page full of beautiful photos 
to let everyone know what we have been up to.  None of these 
services would be possible without our volunteers. We are always 
on the lookout for new local community members who want 
to join us in protecting the environment, introducing children 
and families to nature and keeping track of the birds as they pass 
through our beautiful valley. Please consider joining as a member 
and volunteering on the board of Blue Mountain Audubon.
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Blue Mountain Audubon Society

Field Trip
Ice Harbor Dam and More
Saturday, Nov. 30—9:00 am  —4:00 pm
Whitman College Harper Joy Theater parking lot
Leaders: Mike and MerryLynn Denny 

Fishhook and Charbonneau Parks, Ice Harbor Dam 
Saturday, November 30— 9:00 a.m. to approximately 
4:00 p.m. Leaders: Mike and MerryLynn Denny

Join Mike and MerryLynn Denny as we head up 
Sudbury, Luckenbill and Touchet North Roads to 
Fishhook Park and Charbonneau Parks along the 
Snake River - looking for winter raptors and shrikes 
along the way. We will walk and bird the park with 
owls and winter finches as our target birds. The next 
stop will be at the overlook above Ice Harbor Dam 
where we will look for American White Pelicans, both 
species of goldeneye, mergansers, and other waterfowl; 
and hopefully loons and other winter visitors. Mike 
will chum for gulls, which will bring them in close for 
easier identification. There will be bathroom stops at 
Charbonneau Park and Ice Harbor Dam. For those 
that want to continue - weather permitting - we will 
head west to McNary National Wildlife Refuge and 
watch the fly-in of geese and ducks that usually starts 
around 3:00. Meet at the Harper Joy Theater parking 
lot at Whitman College and we will car pool. Bring 
a friend or two, your lunch, binoculars, and dress 
for the weather which is often windy by the river. 
Blue Mountain Audubon field trips are free. You do 
not have to be a member to attend and families are 
welcome. Contact Mike and MerryLynn if you have 
any questions: m.denny@charter.net or 529-240-5552.

Blue Mountain Audubon Society

46th Annual 
Christmas Bird Count!
Saturday December 14
7:30 a.m.  Meet at Harper Joy Theater parking lot
5:30 p.m. Wrap-Up at Ft. Walla Wallla Museum

Mark your calendars for Blue Mt. Audubon’s 
awesome holiday event, the Annual Christmas Bird 
Count. We’ll meet in the Whitman parking lot at 
7:30 a.m. on Saturday, December 14th to divide into 
teams to head out for the ultimate treasure hunt; 
how many bird species can we find in the Walla 
Walla area? Every year a surprise or two show up, 
and your team may be the one to find it.

Afterwards, meet at Fort Walla Walla museum for a 
soup, bread, salad and dessert potluck, followed by 
the grand tally. The more eyes the more birds are 
found, so hope to see you there.

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.

The wrap-up get together is 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 509-240-5552 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. 

Snow Geese
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Fort Walla Walla
Natural Area Trails
By Chris Howard

On Wednesday, October 16th, thirteen students and 
instructors from Walla Walla University joined with 
eight Blue Mountain Audubon trail stewards at the 
Natural Area for a bark spreading event. Almost 
every trail now has a new coat of bark and the 
trails have never looked better maintained or more 
inviting. Kudos from Blue Mountain Audubon to 
all the WWU students and the Natural Area trail 
stewards.

BMAS Highway Pickup
On October 26th,  six folks attended the BMAS 
Highway Pick-up event for a mile on Highway 12 
at Spaulding Road. The weather was sunny. With 
the aid of new “picker-upper tools” about 17 bags 
were filled!!! Many thanks to all who showed up to 
make the world a cleaner and more beautiful place! 
Thanks also to Larry Boe for arranging the details of 
the pick-up. Photo by Paul Treman.

Full Moon Trip 
By Sue Parrish

On October 11th, over 
60 adventuresome souls 
of all ages enjoyed a 
beautiful moonlit stroll 
around Bennington Lake.  
As the moon rose and 
the temperature dropped,  
we listened to dozens of 
geese and ducks as they 
settled onto the lake for 

the evening. The moon reflected on the lake, moon 
shadows followed our every step, and all in all, it was 
a perfect fall evening. Thanks to Chris Howard for 
his enthusiasm, and thanks to all who joined this 
Audubon family adventure.

Murmurations
By Kathy McConnell

For the fifth year in a row, our local Audubon 
chapter is teaming up with the office of Whitman 
College Science Outreach to offer activities about 
birds at Family Science Nights in elementary 
schools in the area.  This year our focus is on the 
phenomena of murmuration.  

  A murmuration is a large flock of birds, usually of 
starlings, that fly and change directions in tandem.  
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Musings 

The Attack of the 
Leopard Slug
By Chris Howard

Toward the end of the summer, in late August, 
I was hand trimming some grass next to rocks 
bordering the garden when I came across a 
very interesting cluster of eggs of some kind. 
They were clear, round eggs about a quarter 
inch in diameter with no visible embryo inside. 
I had no idea what animal the eggs originated 
from if they were indeed eggs. We have 
a pond with frog eggs during the summer 
but those eggs were always in water and all 

hatched out by 
then. Could they be 
salamander eggs? 
In order to solve 
this mystery I went 
to the source of all 
answers regarding 
local natural 
history questions: 

Mike Denny. When I carefully described the 
mysterious eggs he immediately said: “Those 
are Leopard Slug eggs.” Not only did he tell 
me the type of slug that laid the eggs he 
also stated that Leopard Slugs are a friend 
to the gardener because they only eat the 

rotting vegetation and actually prey on other 
slugs that are the gardener’s nemesis.  Now 
I was really intrigued. As with all Mike Denny 
factoids I went home to the computer to 
fact check and found photos of the Leopard 
Slug eggs and affirmation of Mike’s wisdom. 
Leopard Slugs are also known as giant slugs 
and are often about four inches long with 
brown stripes on tan background. 

That very evening as I walked along the 
back walk heading for the door, there was 
a Leopard Slug sliming along. Because Mike 
said that Leopard Slugs prey on other slugs 
I had to test this out. I looked around in the 
dirt along the edge of the walk and found a 
couple of the tiny round brown slugs, the type 
that are often chewing on spinach leaves. 
Down on my hands and knees with a headlamp 
on to illuminate this scientific study, I tried 
placing the little brown slug right in front 
of where killer Leopard Slug was sliming and 
watched intently. Expecting a slow motion 
pouncing Leopard attack I was surprised when 
the Leopard ran right over the little slug and 
kept going. I tried putting a bigger brown 
slug in front of the Leopard and it gummed 
it for a second then kept sliming along. I 
decided against torturing the slugs anymore 
and came away with the view that slugs are 
not the sharpest knives in the drawer. Or 

could it be that my headlamp 
shining on the Leopard gave 
it performance anxiety. Going 
back on line I checked out the 
sex life of the Leopard slug 
which is really fascinating. The 
slugs entwine with each other 
while hanging from a mucus 
string spinning around in the 
air exchanging sperm (they are 
hermaphroditic). Mike hadn’t 
told me about the sex life 
of the Leopard Slug. Maybe 
he was trying to protect my 
innocent ears.

The flocks can be as large as a hundred thousand or 
as small as sixty or so. Murmurations happen in the 
fall and winter months as birds gather to migrate.  
During the day the birds fly in close proximity to 
ward off predators and assist each other in locating 
food sources. They roost together at night to stay 
warm.  Currently you can see such a flock just south 
of the Old Milton Freewater Highway intersection 
with Highway 125, as you head towards Milton 
Freewater.   
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In the Field
By Ginger Shoemake

MerryLynn Denny walked Bennington Lake on Sep-
tember 23.  The most interesting birds she saw were 
three greater white-fronted geese, a Anna’s hum-
mingbird, two mountain chickadees and a Brewer’s 
sparrow.

On our regular Tuesday walk of Bennington Lake on 
September 24 we found over 30 American pipits on 

the dam.  They 
were in the 
rocks, on the trail 
and flying back 
and forth from 
the weeds to the 
rocks. Several 
hundred noisy 
Canada geese 
flew out from the 
fields to the east 

of the lake in flocks of 20 or 30 at a time.  When we 
first arrived at the parking lot over a hundred ducks 
flew off the water.  They were too far to identify, but 
we did find ring-necked ducks, northern shovelers 
and a bufflehead on the water.  A Townsend’s soli-
taire was singing in the junipers and black-capped 
chickadees, ruby-crowned kinglets, house finches, 
goldfinches and white-crowned sparrows greeted us 
along the trail.  We also watched two turkey vultures 

slowly soaring over the trees making us envious of 
their effortless flight.  It was a beautiful fall day, with 
the leaves just beginning to turn.  Paul and Judy put 
great photos of the walk on the Blue Mountain Face-
book page.  Hopefully you all are checking it regular-
ly to see what is being seen in the county.

Bonnie Roemer saw and then heard 35 sandhill 
cranes flying over her house in College Place on Sep-
tember 26.

On September 30 Jim and Sue Parrish birded 
North Fork Coppei Creek Road and found a gold-
en-crowned sparrow in with a flock of white-
crowned sparrows.  It always pays to look through 
flocks on common birds to see what else might be 
there.

While walking in their neighborhood the evening 
of September 30, Bob and Mary Betts saw a great 
horned owl sitting on top of a light pole.  It was just 
before dark, and they would have missed it a few 
minutes later.

It was another “birdy” day for the Tuesday Benning-
ton Lake walkers on October 1.  Highlights includ-
ed a pair of Cassin’s finches, evening grosbeaks, 
Townsend’s solitaires, orange crowned warblers, 
many ruby-crowned kinglets and Townsend’s war-
blers. The lake was filled with waterfowl – northern 
shovelers, American wigeons, mallards, northern 
pintails, green-winged teal, ring-necked ducks, rud-
dy ducks and two pied-billed grebes. 

Bruce Toews found long-eared owls on Smith Springs 
Road on October 5.  It’s nice to know that they are 
back in their usual wintering roosts.  

On October 7, MerryLynn found the first northern 
shrike of the fall at Bennington Lake.  She also saw a 
fox sparrow and a late house wren.

The Bennington Lake walkers found some great birds 
at Bennington Lake on October 8.  There were 28 
white-fronted geese along with several hundred other 
waterfowl on the lake.  The water level is way down 
so there was mud along the shoreline.  Several kill-

Blue Mountain Audubon
Facebook Page
For information regarding Blue 

Mountain Audubon programs, field trips, 
events, beautiful bird sightings and more . . 
Check out Blue Mountain Audubon Facebook 
page at: https://www.facebook.com/
BlueMountainAudubonWallaWallaWa/
You do not need to sign up with Facebook to 
look at our page.
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deer were there along with a greater yellowlegs and 
a pectoral sandpiper.  As we were looking through a 
flock of white-crowned sparrows, MerryLynn spotted 
an Anna’s hummingbird.  

Jaklin Callow sent 
me this photo of 
a western screech 
owl in her yard on 
October 9.  She said 
there were three of 
them, so I’m think-
ing it was probably a 
family.  She also had 
a great blue heron in 
the yard.  Nice yard 
birds Jaklin!

A spotted towhee showed up in our yard on October 
14 and has remained, making daily visits.   It reminds 
me that they love to root around in dead leaves and 
other yard debris, so don’t be too tidy when you do 
your fall cleanup this year.  The birds will appreci-
ate extra places to find insects once the cold weather 
arrives.

On October 15 sev-
en of us drove over 
to McNary NWR 
Headquarters in 
Burbank in search 
of a rare LeConte’s 
sparrow that had 
been seen there a 
couple days earlier.  
After searching for 
over an hour, Sue 
Parrish spotted it 
skulking around 
in the shrubs near 

where it had originally been seen.  Several people 
were able to get photographs of this rare bird that 
breeds from the southern Northwest Territories and 
central Quebec south to northern Montana, Minnesota 
and the upper peninsula of Michigan.  It spends its 
winters in the southeastern states from Texas to North 
Carolina.  This bird took a wrong turn somewhere and 

ended up in Walla Walla County!  It was the first re-
cord of a LeConte’s sparrow for our county and only 
the 8th record of it in Washington State.  We all were 
thrilled to get to see it and add it to our life lists.

On October 18, Kathy Wikman reported a eastern 
blue jay in her yard in Waitsburg.  We have had them 
in the Walla Walla Valley in the past so keep your 
eyes peeled – maybe you’ll get one in your yard this 
fall.

MerryLynn found the first dunlin on the fall on the 
Walla Walla River Delta on October 21.  She also 
found the first Barrow’s goldeneyes of the fall below 
Ice Harbor Dam and over 50 Bonaparte’s gulls.

Pam Fisher has a nice photo on the Blue Mountain 
Audubon Facebook page of an osprey that she has 
been seeing along Mill Creek.  She took the photo 
on October 22.  It won’t be long until they head for 
warmer climes, but will return again in the spring.

We took a drive up Scenic Loop on October 23 to 
look at the fall colors.  We found quite a few birds  in-
cluding a juvenile bald eagle, a Steller’s jay, several 
Bewick’s wrens, and the usual juncos, song sparrows, 
black-capped chickadees and robins. 

On October 23, Jim and Sue Parrish found a northern 
pygmy owl on Jasper Mountain Road.  Jim took a 
wonderful photo – check it out on the Blue Mountain 
Audubon Facebook page!

Three of us walked Bennington Lake on October 
24.  It was a beautiful morning and the colors were 
gorgeous. Robins were everywhere, especially on 
the east side of the lake.  We found a few uncommon 
birds too – a varied thrush, an evening grosbeak 
and a hairy woodpecker.

Our regular Tuesday morning Bennington Lake walks 
will be starting at 9:00 now that the days are shorter 
and the temperatures are cooler.  Come join us as we 
look for birds and enjoy the beautiful scenery.  

Don’t forget to email me, housewren084@gmail.com 
with your sightings. Happy fall birding!

Photo by Jaklin C
allow
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Join Blue Mountain Audubon Society – Complete the following information and mail along with a 
check in the amount of $25 for your first year’s membership to: Blue Mountain Audubon PO Box 1106, 
Walla Walla, WA 99362

Name: __________________________________________

Address:_________________________________________

City:___________________________________________ State: __________ Zip Code:_________

Phone:_______________________Email:____________________________________________

Blue Mountain Audubon Society Mission Statement:
Blue Mountain Audubon Society (BMAS) objectives are to serve its membership and the larger 
communities of Southeastern Washington and Northeastern Oregon with goals to appreciate, conserve 
and enjoy birds, wildlife and the natural environment of the area. Education is a primary objective of 
our chapter activities. Through volunteer efforts BMAS provides educational opportunities, conservation 
activities and enjoyment of wildlife and wildlife habitat opportunities to members and the public.

Blue Mountain Audubon Society was organized in 1971 and chartered by National Audubon Society 
in 1972. BMAS is a non-profit 501c(3) organization. Find us on the internet at www.blumtn.org or on 
Facebook. 

Bird of the Month

Rough-legged Hawk
Buteo logopus

by Ginger Shoemake

Rough-legged 
hawks are a large, 
long-winged buteo 
that breeds on the 
Arctic tundra and 
winters in southern 
Canada and the 
northern United 
States.  They arrive 
in Walla Walla 
County the latter part of October, and remain until 
the first part of April.
 
There are several things to look for when trying to 
identify a “roughie”.  
  • The light juvenile and adult light morph female 
normally have a very pale head and an upper breast 
that appears to be a light colored bib. 
  • Light morph males have a more heavily barred 
belly and darker breast.  This makes them harder to 
sort out from young red-tailed hawks.

  • Dark carpel “elbow” patches can be seen on the 
underwing coverts.
  • They show a whitish undertail with distinct 
black banding at the base of the tail.
  • Wingbeats  are shallow and smooth with a slight 
dihedral (upward tilt)
  • Hunting behavior includes kiting (hovering) over 
prey.
 
Most of the rough-legged hawks in our area are 
light morphed, although we do have an occasional 
dark-morphed bird.  The easiest way to differentiate 
it from a dark morph red-tailed hawk (which also 
can be found here in the winter) is by the black and 
white tail and the flight behavior. 
 
Like other wintering raptors, rough-legged hawks 
used to favor alfalfa fields south of the Lowden/
Touchet area where they hunted for rodents.  
However, in recent years they have been more 
easily seen north of Highway 124 where they hunt 
in uncultivated fields.  They often can be seen on 
utility poles this area.  Your chances are good to see 
them along the roads that goes north from 124 up to 
Clyde and then on up to Lower Monumental Dam. 
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