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The Magpiper
Blue Mountain Audubon Society

By Sue Parrish, Photos by Jim Parrish

Even though we humans can’t gather in crowds or 
head out on trips, the birds sure can.  Shorebirds, 
hawks and swallows can now be found in large 
groups as they gather together to start their long 
journey south. Here are some suggestions on finding 
them, taken from past September Audubon field 
trips.

If it’s hawks you’re after, large groups of Swainson 
Hawks can often be found over the fields south 
of town.  These beautiful raptors soar in circles, 
gathering together before starting their long journey 
south.  Many of them will travel all the way to 
Argentina, where they will spend the winter feasting 
on grasshoppers and other insects. 

Or head to Bald Mountain, which is found on 
Skyline Road on the way to Jubilee lake. Bring a 
lawn chair, binoculars and lunch and see how many 
hawks can be seen traveling south overhead.  Having 
a birding guide handy will be helpful as you try to 
identify who’s passing by.

Shorebirds galore can be found on the Walla Walla 
River Delta as well as the Millet Pond.  With 
binoculars and a  spotting scope, you’ll soon be 
schooling yourself on various Sandpiper species, 
Dowitchers, Phalaropes, Yellowlegs and Plovers. 

If a walk is more to your liking, try a stroll around 
Juniper Canyon, found along Highway 730 past 
Port Kelly. A decent trail leads around the wetland, 
traveling through both desert and wetland habitat. 
Canyon and Rock Wrens, Swallows and Grebes can 
be found. If you’re stealthy and lucky, perhaps a 
Rail or a Sora. 

For a cooler walk close to town, amble up South 
Fork Russell Creek Road in the early morning 
or evening. This great habitat will often still have 
various Flycatchers, Veery and Chats that have not 
yet headed south.  Also, Great Horned and Pygmy 
Owls are always a possibility. 

So get out there and see what’s moving through our 
area. The fun of it is, you never know what you’ll  
find. 

Fall’s in the Air—So Are the Migrants

Red-tailed Hawk

Greater Yellowlegs
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President’s Corner
By Chris Howard

Welcome back to Blue Mountain Audubon. For many it has 
been a very challenging summer. Covid-19 restrictions have 
prevented us from gathering in our normal flocks for field trips 
or Bennington Lake bird walks. Hopefully you have been able to 
get out individually or in small flocks for the bird watching and 
nature appreciation we enjoy so much. Our chapter board met 
virtually this month and decided that regular monthly programs 
will be postponed until at least the first of the year. It is hoped that 
our area will move to a level of health in the near future that will 
allow us to at least gather in small groups outside. We will post that 
news on our website and Facebook page as soon as it happens. In 
the meantime, don’t hesitate to take your family down for a walk 
around the Fort Walla Walla Natural Area where it is cool even 
on hot days. Check out www.wallawallaoutside.com for a listing 
of outdoor hikes and other activities in our local Blue Mountains. 
Stay healthy and don’t forget your binoculars on those outdoor 
excursions.

Natural Area News
By Tom Land

As most of you know, our nice big wooden Natural Area sign was 
removed by parties unknown about a year ago, and there is still 
no evidence of its whereabouts. Consequently, we have recently 
started working with Binder Sign here in Walla Walla to construct a 
replacement.

Meanwhile, in addition to the trail map at the parking lot, we have 
marked each individual trail with its own sign at both ends. The 
same map can also be downloaded at the BMAS website so you can 
access it on your phone while you are walking the trails http://
blumtn.org/natural-area-map/. 

To get to the Natural Area, take Myra Road to the northernmost Ft 
Walla Walla Museum entrance and park at the first gravel parking 
lot on your left. Several volunteers have worked hard to make 
the trail system an easily accessible, safe, family friendly place to 
commune with nature, whether you just want the exercise or to 
observe the many plants, animals and birds. Most of the trails are 
well shaded, but the most comfortable visits in the current heat are 
before 10 AM and after 6 PM.

Come on down!
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Bird of the Month

Cooper’s and 
Sharp-shinned Hawks

By Ginger Shoemake
Photos by Rodger Shoemake

This fall and winter two hawks from the Accipiter 
family (Sharp-shinned hawk and Cooper’s hawk) 
may visit your yard.  Feeding stations and brush 
piles are attractive places for both because accipiters 
eat birds.  Once you have accepted the fact that this 
is what happens in the natural world, you can enjoy 
their presence in your yard.  The hard part comes in 
trying to tell the two apart.
 
Notice the small head, short neck, gray back and 
cap, and small beak on the sharp-shinned hawk. In 
contrast, the Cooper’s hawk has a much larger head 
and neck. The beak is also much larger and the tail 
is longer. It looks like a bigger bird.  However, the 
plumage of both birds is very similar. At times it 
can be very difficult to distinguish one bird from 
the other. Adults of both are gray backed and have 
a barred front. Both immature birds are browner 

with streaked breasts. Here are some tips to make it 
easier.

1. Cooper’s hawks are larger than sharp-shinned 
hawks (16.5 inches vs. 11 inches).  This is most 
helpful if you have the two sitting side-by side 
(which unfortunately doesn’t happen often).

2. Cooper’s hawks have a longer tail with a rounded 
tip. However, this is most noticeable when flying.

3. The streaking on an immature Cooper’s hawk is 
darker and crisper than the sharp-shinned. 

4. When flying, Cooper’s hawks have straight wings 
whereas the sharp-shinned hawk’s wings are pushed 
forward.

5. Cooper’s hawks have a thick tubular body with 
a lower center of gravity. Sharp-chinned hawks have 
a broad chest and narrow hips with a high center of 
gravity.  

6. Eyes on Cooper’s hawks appear to be close to the 
front of the head. Sharp-shinned hawks’ eyes appear 
to be close to half way between the front and the 
back of the head. 

Here’s my advice when trying to identify these two 
accipiters:  Don’t get frustrated, just enjoy the bird!

Immature Cooper’s hawk
Accipiter cooperii

Adult Sharp-shinned hawk
Accipiter striatus

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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Photo by Elisabeth Leunert

Musings 

The Eagle’s Gift
By Chris Howard

Every day in nature is a gift but every once 
in a while, often when we least expect it, 
nature surprises us with a special treat. 
This summer while staying at a cabin in the 
mountains, I set off across the valley to climb 
Eagle Rock, an uplifted slab of rock that juts 
up from the top of a nearby ridge and forms 
the unmistakable image of an eagle looking 
up. Cutting across the meadow, I entered 
the pine forest and began working my way 
up through the trees toward the top of the 
ridge. About half way up, I was startled 
by a family of four Great Horned Owls 
that flushed out of a thick copse of trees. 
Continuing to climb slowly on the steep slope, 
I made it to the top of the ridge. Hiking past 
some ancient Ponderosa Pines, I came to the 
rock outcropping of Eagle Rock. While Eagle 
Rock is quite steep and exposed on almost 
all sides there is an approach from the ridge 
which requires some hands over feet climbing 
up a vertical crevasse for about 100ft.  This 
requires paying attention but is not steep 
enough to require ropes or climbing devices. 
I carefully scaled the crevasse and walked 
out onto the flat rocky summit for a beautiful 

view of the majestic, snowy front range of 
the Rocky Mountains and birds eye view of the 
valley below. I sat on the rock and looked out 
on a perfect summer day. The azure blue sky 
held puffy white clouds which slowly floated 
overhead.

Feeling more and more connected with the 
beauty of this perfect natural setting, while 
looking up at the clouds, I spotted two dark 
dots across the valley almost as high as 
the clouds. Looking closer and bringing my 
binoculars to my eyes, I realized they were 
raptors. I focused on one of them and was 
surprised to see it suddenly fold its wings 
half way and stoop into a steep dive heading 
in my direction. Watching it come closer it 
tucked its wings entirely and turned into 
a bullet speeding downward toward me. I 
was amazed at how fast the distance closed 
between us. Plunging toward me it went right 
under my feet toward the base of the rock 
into sizzling curve and extended its wings 
into a glide making a circle right in front of 
me. It was unmistakably a Golden Eagle. With 
outstretched wings it made a couple of passes 
then disappeared into the background colors 
far below. I took a deep breath and stood in 
the silence high above the valley with a sense 
of awe and gratitude. 
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In the Field
By Ginger Shoemake

What a summer!  It certainly hasn’t been a normal 
one with the virus and the hot weather.  Nature 
and bird watching has been so important to many.  
Just sitting in the backyard with my coffee on early 
mornings, listening to the creek gurgle and the birds 
chirping has help me keep my sanity.  In August we 
began to have a few migrants moving through after 
another successful nesting season.  I’ve seen western 
tanagers, a western wood peewee, a Wilson’s 
warbler, a gray catbird, a warbling vireo and a 
house wren so far.   A turkey vulture flew over one 
morning, and the osprey comes over occasionally 
going to and from Bennington Lake.   We had a 
very heavy crop of hawthorn berries this year, and 
the birds have enjoyed eating or pecking at them.  
Cedar waxwings, robins and starlings especially 
enjoy the fruit and the finches and chickadees peck 
at the berries. We still have a few hummingbirds – 
young calliopes and black-chinned.

Shorebirds are on the move too.  MerryLynn and 
others have reported seeing long-billed dowitchers, 
western and lesser sandpipers, greater and lesser 
yellowlegs, Wilson’s and red-necked grebes, spotted 
sandpipers, solitary sandpipers and even one or 
two semi-palmated plovers and Baird’s sandpipers 
at Tyson ponds, the Delta and the Millet ponds.  
Rodger and I drove out to Tyson ponds in on July 
12 and found some of the shorebirds mentioned 
here plus three very cute baby coots, still showing 
their red bill and red head.  Rodger was lucky to get 
this photo.

MerryLynn found three Canada jays on Biscuit 
Ridge on August 15.  They are hard to find in Walla 
Walla County.

On August 16, MerryLynn found two white-winged 
scoters off the end of the Walla Walla River Delta.
There were also a nice variety of waterfowl and 
shorebirds.  It’s hard to tell some of the ducks apart 
this time of year, they tend to all look like “brown 
ducks” to me.  

Rodger and I walked Rooks Park on August 18.  
There were cedar waxwings everywhere and robins 
galore.  A few tree swallows were over Mill Creek 
and I was able to pick out one Vaux’s swift.  A very 
noisy pileated woodpecker flew back and forth 
across the parking lot and we were able to get a 
quick glimpse of him.  Canada geese and common 
mergansers lounged on the water and three spotted 
sandpipers were busy forging along the cement.

Linda, Judy and I walked S. Fork Russell Creek on 
August 20.  There were so many gray catbirds that 
I think the road should be renamed Catbird Road!  
We saw flocks of cedar waxwings, pine siskins and 
western tanagers.  A few western wood peewees 
were still around and we saw several empidonax 
flycatchers (those little ones that all look alike).  We 
heard three veerys but weren’t able to find them in 
the brush.  Several downy woodpeckers, a few house 
wrens, at least three yellow-breasted chats, a singing 
fox sparrow and a red-breasted nuthatch all added 
to the pleasant morning walk.  The most surprising 
sighting was a rock wren.  There weren’t any rocks 
around, but it hopped along with us on the fence 
posts for quite a while.

Two different flocks of pine siskins flew into and 
out of the alder along our creek on August 21.  
Birds are on the move!  On August 22, MerryLynn 
saw greater white-fronted geese fly over the Walla 
Walla River Delta.  In just a few months we’ll be 
watching swans, snow geese and bald eagles along 
the Columbia River and at McNary NWR.  In the 
meantime, watch for migrants heading south and 
let me know what you are seeing  housewren084@
gmail.com



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. 

The Truth of J. J. Audubon 
and the Path to Racial Equity
In an effort to come to take an honest look at the 
past and how people of color were treated, the 
truth of John James Audubon’s life has rightfully 
come under examination. Our Audubon Society 
which was named Audubon long after the death of 
J. J. Audubon is on the path of racial equity. If you 
are interested in following with Audubon Society 
on this path please consider reading “The Myth of 
John James Audubon” by Gregory Nobles at this 
web address https://www.audubon.org/news/the-
myth-john-james-audubon and “Revealing the Past 

to Create the Future” by National Audubon CEO 
David Yarnold at https://www.audubon.org/news/
revealing-past-create-future . One of the first steps 
we can all do in creating a presence of racial equality 
is to learn from our past. Please join us on this 
quest.


