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The Magpiper
Blue Mountain Audubon Society

Native plants in our gardens: 
habitat for bees and other insects
Presented by Heidi Dobson
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Blue Mountain Audubon Virtual Membership Meeting
May 20, 7:00 p.m. PDT

This will be a virtual event, please visit blumtn.org 
for the link to the Zoom meeting.  

Creating wildlife habitat in the urban setting 
for our native insects is becoming increasingly 
important in efforts to slow the widespread decrease 
in insect abundance and diversity that results from 
various anthropogenic factors, including habitat 
destruction. The current state, country, and global-
level movements that emphasize more sustainable, 
native, biodiverse, and low-water garden and park 
landscaping requires an understanding of how to 
select and maintain native plants, avoidance of 
pesticides, and shifts in our ideals of what gardens 
should look like, with a return to the more natural 
appearance.

Heidi Dobson is a Professor of biology 
at Whitman College, where she has been 
teaching since 1992; she holds a MS in 
entomology and PhD in botany. Her re-
search addresses bee-flower interactions, 
with a special focus on wild solitary 
bees and the plants on which they collect 
and consume pollen; she has conducted 

research in different parts of the world, especially Swe-
den and Walla Walla. She has recently become keenly 
interested in native plant gardens and creating wildlife 
habitat for local insects.
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Monthly Calendar
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Virtual Membership Meeting
May 20, 7:00 p.m. PT

Board of Directors
President: Chris Howard
Vice President: Tim Parker
Secretary: Linda Hanson
Treasurer: Jonathan Webster
Conservation: Mike Denny
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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

President’s Corner
By Chris Howard

Now that Spring is officially here the birds have been migrating 
in making every day a birding adventure. Blue Mountain 
Audubon is continuing to offer opportunities to experience our 
beautiful natural environment. The Fort Walla Walla Natural 
area is an urban oasis. We recently finished spreading bark on 
all the trails so it is easy to explore especially for families with 
children. In collaboration with the New Bedford Symphony we 
provided an exciting and enriching curriculum to the local school 
districts exploring the similarity between bird flight and musical 
movements. In the month of May we are having a Bird-a-Thon 
fund raiser for Blue Mountain Wildlife which is a very important 
wildlife rehabilitation center in Pendleton. One of our new goals 
for this year is to encourage the planting of native plants to benefit 
pollinators. 

Blue Mountain Audubon is an all-volunteer organization so we 
invite all of you to participate in our events and join with us in 
making our community a naturally wonderful place to live.

Check our website at blumtn.org for more information on joining 
Blue Mountain Audubon or participating in our events. 

By Sue Parrish
Photos by Sue Parrish 
We all love birding for fun and 
relaxation, but how about in May 
we bird for a cause?  Blue Mountain 
Wildlife is an amazing bird 
rehabilitation and education center 
that could really use some financial 
help.  For years Lynn and Bob 
Tompkins have taken in hundreds 
of wounded birds and nursed them 
back to help. Sadly, Bob passed this March leaving a huge void 
for Lynn to fill on her own. And in February, a “Snocopalypse” 
crushed one of their main rehab pens. Here’s the website so 
you can get an idea of the important work done by these folks:  
bluemountainwildlife.org

Blue Mountain Audubon Society

May Birding for a Cause:
A Bird-a-Thon for Blue Mt. Wildlife

Lazuli Bunting
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So here’s how you can help.  Tell a few friends that you 
are doing a Bird- a-Thon to raise money for this great 
nonprofit. Ask for a monetary pledge  per bird.  Then 
pick a day in May, head out to your favorite spring birding 
spot and count those birds! Afterwards, inform your 
donors of your species count and how much they owe. 

Donors may remit their pledge two easy ways:
● Donate online at the website mentioned above: 
bluemountainwildlife.org or 
● Send a check made out to Blue Mountain Wildlife to: 
 Blue Mt. Wildlife
 71046 Appaloosa Ln
 Pendleton, OR  97801
So let’s put our birding skills to use for a wonderful cause.  
Have fun, and count those birds.

Field Trip to the Millet Pond 

By Sue Parrish, 
Photos by Jim Parrish 

On April 17, masked and in our own cars, 23 
birders headed to the Millet pond on the warmest 
day so far of 2021.  With the sun shining and a loud 
chorus of Red-winged Blackbirds singing, we walked 
the paths and found a total of 52 species.  The sky 
held soaring pelicans, swooping tree swallows and 

curious Ravens.  In marshy areas we found Yellow 
Headed Blackbirds, heard Virgina Rails, Marsh 
and Bewick’s Wrens.  We even spooked up a few 
Black Necked Stilts. Some of the waterfowl spotted 
included Tundra Swans, Lesser Scaup, Cinnamon 
and Green Winged Teal, and Wood Ducks. A  Bald 
Eagle and Great Horned Owl nests contained 
young.  And while eating lunch, we were treated to 
the flyover of several dozen Sandhill Cranes.  All 
in all, a perfect day of birding.  Thanks to Mike for 
once again guiding us on an amazing trip. 

This cute little guy is Theo Heisman.  His 
mom Rebecca gave the OK to use his pic.

Red-naped sapsucker

Great horned owl
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By Alex Fery

Last spring, I was accepted to be a research intern at 
the Moen Lab at Oklahoma State University, which 
studies the evolution of morphological diversity and 
biomechanics in anurans (frogs and toads). While 
this experience was supposed to occur in-person, 
due to COVID-19 the internship was converted 
to a remote format. During this internship, I took 
measurements of different frog limb elements 
including webbing, adhesive pads, and metatarsal 
tubercles. At the end of the internship I honed in on 
a research topic: burrowing frogs. Frogs that burrow 
tend to have very unique body features including a 
round body, a small face and head, and short limbs, 
giving them an unusual and strangely endearing 
appearance.

I took further inspiration for my research project 
from Sharon B. Emerson’s 1976 paper “Burrowing 
in Frogs,” which explored adaptations to burrowing 
in both hindlimb and forelimb burrowers compared 
to terrestrial members of the same families. She 
found that hindlimb burrowers had shorter 
hindlimb-to-body length ratios in comparison 
to non-burrowing family members and that the 
majority of the shortening came from a reduction of 
the tibiofibula. While Emerson’s research was novel 
and groundbreaking in the field of comparative 
morphology, the number of specimens and species 
she examined was fairly limited. I wanted to expand 
on this research by using a larger dataset of 733 
specimens to explore if burrowing anurans had 
hindlimb adaptations to digging behavior, and if 
so, in what hindlimb component were they most 
significant. 

To do this, I compared the lengths of hindlimb 
elements (femur, tibiofibula, tarsus, and foot) 
between different groups of burrowing frogs—
hindlimb-burrowing (95% of burrowing frogs), 
forelimb-burrowing (the remaining 5%), semi-
burrowing (anurans who display some burrowing 
behavior), and terrestrial (non-burrowing). I 

controlled for size by dividing these measurements 
by snout vent length (SVL), which is a body 
measurement from nose to cloaca. 
I found that hindlimb element ratios were 
significantly different between terrestrial and 
burrowing anurans in all examined categories 
(hindlimb/SVL, femur/hindlimb, tibia/hindlimb, 
tarsus/hindlimb, and foot/hindlimb) and between 
terrestrial and semi-burrowing anurans in all 
examined categories except for foot/hindlimb. 
The highest number of significant results between 
microhabitat groups was found in the tarsus/
hindlimb bin. While this doesn’t contradict previous 
research, it suggests that the tarsus could be a more 
significant indicator of burrowing than previously 
thought. 

I was honored to be the recipient of the Rempel 
Scholarship in Natural History. Although I never 
met Dr. Rempel, I’ve interacted with specimens 
from his personal collection during my time as 
the Whitman College animal collection assistant. I 
applied the funding towards materials and supplies 
for my studies. 

Alex Fery will be graduating 
from Whitman College in 
May with a major in biology 
and a minor in Chinese. 
In addition to their work 
involving burrowing in 
anurans, they have also worked 
with the Whitman College 
animal collection to create a 
digital catalogue of collection 
specimens. 

2020-2021 BMAS Rempel Scholarship Recipient
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camera and headed out on a walk to the other 
Great Horned Owl nest across the lake.

Looking out on the lake I was amazed to 
see it swarming with hundreds of swallows 
dipping and soaring all over the surface of 
the lake catching bugs that were invisible 
to me. I noticed there were not only Cliff 
and Violet Green Swallows but also Vaux’s 
Swifts mixed in. Looking closer at the shore 
of the lake I was delighted to spot a couple 
of elegant Black Necked Stilts bending their 
long necks down to probe the muddy shore. 
Then I noticed a trio of tiny Least Sandpipers 
scurrying around the Stilt’s legs! Wow! This 
was turning out to be much more than an owl 
check. Crossing the dam I came to the tree 
nest of a Great Horned Owl pair. The small 
precarious nest originally contained four 
owlets. Not long after their birth, two of the 
little ones were seen on the bush covered 
ground but have not been seen since. I 
spotted the two fluffy white remaining owlets 
standing on branches next to where the nest 

had been. The mother owl was on limb in a 
nearby tree keeping a close eye on them. 
Hopefully these two will reach maturity.

Walking out onto the point I scanned the lake. 
Just fifty feet below me were five stately 
dressed Eared Grebes whirling around feeding 
in the lake. Not far from them were a pair 
of Cinnamon Teals. Birding on a rainy day can 
yield great benefits! 

Musings 
Rainy Day Birding
By Chris Howard, Photos by Chris Howard

Waking up to the first rain in a long time 
was indeed a blessed event. All the spring 
blossoms and blooms and newly planted 
seedlings were drinking up every drop of 
refreshing wetness. I decided to accept this 
rain as an invitation to go down to Bennington 
Lake and see how the owls were doing with 
this change of weather. With rain gear, 
binoculars and camera and I pulled into the 
parking lot just across from the owl nest. 
Fortunately, I was able to stand under the 
picnic shelter and get a good view of two 
Great Horned Owlets standing in the front 
of their nest hole. There are at least three, 
possibly four young ones in the hole but there 
is only room for two to stand in the entry way. 

The owls 
are born in 
sequence so 
the older 
siblings get 
the best 
view. Not 
unlike human 
families with 
a number 
of kids. 
They are 
growing up 

fast and it won’t be long before one or both 
of them will fall or jump from the hole and 
end up hiding behind the dirt mounds or grass 
tufts under the high cliff hole. This will be a 
very vulnerable time for them. Walking a just 
a short distance down the cliff I looked into 
another hole and spotted the ghost like face 
of a Barn Owl gazing at me. There has been 
no evidence of offspring in this hole so far so. 
It could possibly be a single owl utilizing this 
cozy hole. After feeling assured that these 
owls were progressing as planned I tightened 
up my raincoat, covering the binoculars and 
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In the Field
By Ginger Shoemake

Chris and Kathy Howard saw two western screech 
owls on March 29 as they were taking an evening 
walk in their neighborhood.

MerryLynn found a black-necked stilt and an 
American avocet at the Walla Walla River Delta on 
March 31.  Along with many ducks, she also saw six 
Eurasian wigeons.

On April 1, there was a rufous hummingbird at the 
feeder at the Denny house.  This is a VERY EARLY 
sighting.

On April 2, Chris went out to Bennington Lake to 
check on the owls.  Mama great horned owl in the 
parking lot was standing outside the hole, and he was 
able to see two owlets in the nest on the south side of 
the lake.  There were a nice variety of waterfowl on 
the water and the osprey was circling overhead.

Tuesday’s Bennington Lake walk on April 6 brought 
out nine people to enjoy the sunny spring day.  Two 
great horned owlets were seen behind mom in the 
parking lot hole (although there are photos of three 
young on the Blue Mountain Audubon Facebook 
page), and everyone enjoyed seeing the two fuzzy 
white owlets in the nest at the south end of the lake.  
We also saw three American pipits, cliff, tree, violet-
green and northern rough winged swallows, and a 
Say’s phoebe.  There was a shorebird on the east side 
of the lake which we studied and discussed at great 
length.  After posting on ebird with a photo the ebird 
monitor let me know that it was a greater yellowlegs.

Gwen Elliott and her husband saw three American 
white pelicans on Mill Creek near Eastgate Lions 
Park on April 6.  They don’t wander this far away 
from their nesting spot on the Columbia River near 
Boise Cascade very often, so that was a real treat.

On April 7, Del Henry reported three swans on the 
Stateline pond, four green-winged teal and a pair 
of wood ducks on a neighbor’s pond His yard had a 
spotted towhee, American and lesser goldfinches, 
red-winged blackbirds and juncos.

I looked out my window the afternoon of April 7 
to see a great blue heron slowly walking down the 
creek.  Soon it plunged its head in the water and 
came up with a small fish which it quickly ate.  Then 
it continued walking slowly down the creek and soon 
came up with a large garter snake.  It took a little 
longer to devour the snake.  Satisfied with its meals, 
it walked on down the creek and out of sight.  

MerryLynn found the first house wren of the year 
on April 11 at the Millet Pond.  She also saw several 
cinnamon teal, two blue-winged teal and many 
other species of waterfowl.  It will be interesting to 
see what the group sees on the field trip April 17.

On April 13, the Tuesday Bennington Lake walkers 
saw nine great horned owls.  They could see two 
young with mom in the parking lot hole, but more 
exciting they saw mom and two owlets in the nest and 
two on the ground at the nest on the south side of the 

Great horned owlets
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lake.  Their final sighting was one at the north end of 
the lake.  Other interesting bird seen were two turkey 
vultures, a bald eagle and a Wilson’s snipe.

On April 12, Pam Fisher reported Vaux’s swifts at 
the College Place chimney on 8th Street.  Mike and 
MerryLynn checked it out the next evening and saw 
about 50 flying around the chimney but they didn’t go in 
to roost.

Linda Hanson, Judy Treman and I walked Rooks Park 
and the upper canal on April 19.  We heard, and then 
saw, a western kingbird.  The first of the year for 
us although MerryLynn had seen two the previous 
day.  We were treated to a beautiful pair of cinnamon 
teal in the little pond off the trail at Rooks Park but 
weren’t able to find any more new birds. When I 
returned home Rodger and I enjoyed watching a 
calliope hummingbird come into the feeders several 
times.  Always nice to see them return.

The Bennington Lake walkers were treated to some nice 
birds on April 20 including nine black-necked stilts, 
two least sandpipers, and 30 American pipits. In the 
trees at the south end of the lake were several yellow-
rumped warblers in their beautiful breeding plumage.  
The great horned owl youngsters are getting bigger 
– it won’t be long before they fledge.  We watched two 
ravens chasing a red-tailed hawk.  It didn’t look good 
for the hawk, but hopefully it got away.

The bank swallows are back in the cut on Berney 
Drive.  Rodger and I saw 8 or 9 of them on April 
23.  It won’t be long until there are over a hundred of 
them zipping back and forth across the road.  

There was an orange crowned warbler snagging 
insects from the hawthorn tree in our back yard on 
April 24 after the rain. It’s always nice to see them as 
they are one of the first warblers to come through our 
yard in the spring.

The rain on April 24 didn’t keep Chris Howard from 
checking on the owls at Bennington Lake.  The young 
great horned owls in the parking lot were guarding 
the entrance to the hole and later one of them was on 
the ground below the hole.  Near the nest at the south 
end of the lake, two young owls were standing on 
branches with mom watching.  He also saw a mixture 
of swallows and Vaux’s swifts soaring over the lake 
picking up insects.  There were still four black-
necked stilts in the mud and three least sandpipers.  
Waterfowl included eared grebes, cinnamon teal, 
scaup, mallards, bufflehead, common mergansers, 
shovelers, and ring-necked ducks.  Not bad for a 
rainy day!  

Maybe because of the stress of the past year I am 
especially anxious for the birds to return!  I know in 
the next few weeks the trees will be full of the sounds 
and sights of yellow warblers, yellow-breasted chats, 
house wrens and all the other spring birds we look 
forward to seeing.  I can hardly wait!!

Happy birding to all of you.  Have a great summer 
and get out there and enjoy the birds.

Photo by Judy Trem
anWilson’s snipe
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Black-necked Stilt



May Arrivals
By Ginger Shoemake

May is a very exciting time of the year because the 
remainder of the spring migrants should be here the 
end of the month.  Here’s what to look for in the 
coming weeks as well as a hint on where you might 
find them.  As you will notice, most of these birds 
can be found at Bennington Lake.  It is a wonderful 
place to bird in the spring and summer!

Long-billed dowitcher – Tyson ponds
Wilson’s phalarope – Tyson ponds
Red-necked phalarope – Tyson ponds
Common nighthawk – Millet ponds
Olive-sided flycatcher – Jasper Mountain 
Road, North Fork Coppei Creek Road
Western wood peewee – Bennington Lake, 
Rooks Park
Willow flycatcher – Bennington Lake, Seaman 
Road
Western flycatcher – Biscuit Ridge Road, 
South Fork Coppei Creek Road
Dusky flycatcher – Bennington Lake, Biscuit 
Ridge Road

Eastern kingbird – Bennington Lake, South 
Fork Coppei Creek Road
Warbling vireo – Bennington Lake, South Fork 
Coppei Creek Road
Veery – South Fork Coppei Creek Road, South 
Fork Russell Creek Road
Swainson’s thrush – South Fork Coppei 
Creek Road, Biscuit Ridge Road
Gray catbird – Bennington Lake, South Fork 
Russell Creek Road
MacGillivray’s warbler – Biscuit Ridge Road, 
South Fork Coppei Creek Road
Wilson’s warbler – Bennington Lake, Millet 
ponds
Yellow-breasted chat – Bennington Lake, 
Foster Road
Western tanager – Bennington Lake, South 
Fork Coppei Creek Road
Green-tailed towhee – Biscuit Ridge Road
Lark sparrow – Millet ponds, Nine Mile 
Canyon Road
Grasshopper sparrow – Sims Road
Black-headed grosbeak – Bennington Lake, 
South Fork Coppei Creek Road
Bullock’s oriole – Bennington Lake, Rooks Park

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. 


