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The Magpiper
Blue Mountain Audubon Society

BMAS Meeting
September 16th at 7:00 p.m., Olin Hall, Room 129

Ferruginous hawks in 
Washington:  Historical 
review and current status
Presented by Mark Vekasy

Historically, ferruginous hawks were found 
throughout eastern Washington and were considered 
locally abundant.  Survey work by WDFW 
identified as many as 204 nesting territories in 12 
counties with core range in Benton and Franklin 
Counties.  Habitat alterations and loss of prey 
species like jackrabbits and ground squirrels have 
caused declines in territory quality and the number 
of breeding pairs, while similar alterations on post-
dispersal and winter ranges have caused declines in 
fledgling survival, likely contributing to long-term 
loss of breeding pairs in Washington. 

Mark Vekasy is the 
Assistant District 
Wildlife Biologist for 
WDFW in the Blue 
Mountains of SE WA 
(District 3), where he 
has been stationed 
for the last 10 years.  
Mark originally 
hails from Ohio, 

where he completed his BA degree in biology from 
Hiram College and his MS in zoology from Miami 
(OH) University.  Mark has a diverse background in 
field research on numerous raptor, waterfowl, and 
mammalian species, and has studied ferruginous hawks 
in WA, ID, MT, and UT while working for a number 
of different state agencies and private and non-profit 
organizations. 

NOTE: COVID Policy
At this time, we plan to meet in Olin Hall, 
Room 129 on the Whitman College campus; 
the meeting is scheduled to begin at 7 p.m.  If 
the college’s policy changes prior to September 
16th and we are unable to use the classroom, we 
will meet via Zoom. Please watch the BMAS 
website, Facebook page and your email inbox for 
updates. 

Entry to Olin Hall is via the main entrance 
facing Ankeny Field and all guests will be 
required to show proof of full vaccination (either 
a Covid-19 vaccination certificate or a photo of 
it); no exceptions.  A door monitor will be at 
the door from 6:45-7:15 p.m. After 7:15 p.m., 
the doors will be locked.  

We realize these policies may exclude individuals 
from attending but in order for us to use campus 
facilities we must adhere to these policies. Thank 
you for understanding.
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President’s Corner
By Chris Howard

After a long summer of smoky haze and high temperatures, 
this morning brought a cool soaking rain which I imagine was 
welcomed by all. Blue Mountain Audubon is excited to begin 
another year of conservation work and creating opportunities 
to introduce anyone and everyone to birds and nature. We will 
continue to offer monthly presentations either in-person or on 
zoom depending on the conditions. We have worked hard to 
maintain the trails at the Fort Walla Walla Natural Area. This 
natural area is an urban oasis and a great place to introduce children 
to nature. Keep your eyes open for a variety of birds, deer, foxes 
and other wildlife there.

Blue Mountain Audubon is a volunteer organization and we are 
always happy when others join us on our mission. We are very 
happy to welcome Bruce and Kay Barga on our board of directors. 
Kay will join us as our new board secretary and Bruce is taking 
on the exciting role of bird safety advocate, a new position on 
the board. Come join us on our Tuesday morning bird walk at 
Bennington Lake at 8:00am. All are invited there is no charge.  
Find information on all our events on our website: www.blumtn.
org and in our online newsletter The Magpiper. 
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Ft. Walla Walla Natural Area
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By Sue Parrish  
Cooler weather, less smoke and migrating birds.  
Yeah! So get out and enjoy this beautiful county.  If 
hawks are your thing, head out south of town and 
cruise the roads through the harvested fields, 
(Powerline, Baker Langdon, Braden and Stateline 
Rd makes a good loop) In the next few weeks there 
is a great chance of seeing large groups of Swainson 
Hawks.  They are congregating on the ground or 
circling in the sky as they get ready for their amazing 
migration to South America. Also check the 
vineyards in the evenings for huge flocks of starlings.  
When spooked by a predator, they will swirl in the 
sky forming beautiful patterns called murmurations, 
which makes for great cell phone video. 

Lewis Peak is another fun trip.  A few miles past 
Dixie on Hwy 12, take Lewis Pk road which is to 
the right at the grain elevator.  Stay right at the Y 
and head up as the habitat changes from sunny open 
wheat fields to cool dense forest. At about 10 miles 
up, bear right and in a mile or so you will come to 
a pullout to the left.  Park here and walk to the end 
of the road.  Throughout this drive you are likely to 
find Says Phoebes, Kestrels, Swallows, Stellar Jays, 
Red Breasted Nuthatch, Crossbills, Catbirds and 
Cedar Waxwings. If you’re lucky, perhaps a Pygmy 
Owl. Enjoy the beautiful vistas of ridges along 
Lewis Peak both on the way up and down. Check 
for elk and deer. It’s a short drive that’s well worth 
the effort.  And when you get home, report what 
you find to Ginger Shoemake at housewren084@
gmail.com  

Blue Mountain Audubon Society 

September Trip Ideas
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by Kathy Howard

Mill Creek/Bennington Lake Corps of Engineers 
collaborated this summer with the Blue Mountain 
Audubon to purchase and install screen covers 
on the new vent toilets at Bennington Lake and 
Mill Creek, Walla Walla.  The Corps of Engineers 
covered the cost and the installation, which was 
completed in June.

Kathryn Howard from BMAS worked with 
Tana Wilson, Park Ranger to order the “Poo Poo 
Screens” from the Teton Raptor Center, https://
tetonraptorcenter.org/our-work/poo-poo-project/. 
As explained on the Teton Raptor Center website, 
“These screens prevent cavity-nesting birds from 
entering vault toilets through the ventilation pipes 
and becoming entrapped in the ‘basement’ of 
vault toilets. Each year thousands of cavity-nesters, 
animals that prefer dark, narrow spaces for nesting 
and roosting, become entrapped and die in vertical 
open pipes such as ventilation pipes, dryer vents, old 
irrigation pipes, and chimneys. Vault toilets, the self-
contained restrooms found in many of America’s 
wilderness areas, feature vertical ventilation pipes 
that mimic the natural cavities preferred by some 
species for nesting and roosting. Birds enter the 
vault toilet through the ventilation pipe and get 
stuck in the ‘basement’ of the vault toilet.”

Blue Mountain Audubon has also worked locally 
with the Umatilla Forest Service and the City of 
Walla Walla to put screens over other vent toilet 
ventilation pipes.

Many thanks 
to our Mill 
Creek Corps 
of Engineers 
for helping to 
protect cavity 
nesting birds!

Bird Safety with Corps of Engineers
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Laying out all night gives one the gift of 
seeing the constellations slowly parade across 
the night sky. The night began with Cygnus 
the Swan who flies down the Milky Way in 
the summer. She is accompanied by Lyra and 
Aquila, the Eagle. Little by little they drift to 
the west followed by Cassiopeia, the harbinger 
of the autumn sky. As the night grew later, I 
would doze, only to wake up to more shooting 
stars and a new constellation overhead. By 3am 
the Pleiades, also known as the Seven Sisters, 
appeared followed by Taurus, the Bull, who was 
leading Orion, my favorite winter constellation. 
By then, the sky was getting quite light in the 
east and I tucked my head under my sleeping 
bag and allowed slumber to rule the sky.

Musings 
The Perseids
By Chris Howard

Earlier this summer, when I was staying at a 
house in the mountains, I took a tarp and my 
sleeping bag down to the meadow below the 
house to get a clear, uninterrupted view of 
the night sky. There was not a cloud in the sky 
and even the smoky haze had dissipated. All 
this, I am sure, was in honor of the Perseid 
Meteor shower that was scheduled to peak on 
this very night.  

On my way down to the meadow, as darkness 
was descending, I stopped on a bench to 
listen to the screeches of a trio of immature 
Great Horned Owls. The already fledged 
juveniles were screeching to provide location 
to the parents in hope of getting an evening 
meal. Typically they are hard to see and keep 
their distance but on this magical evening, 
one landed on a rock about 30 feet away 
and screeched loudly a few times, perhaps 
thinking I had some morsels for it. With no 
response from me, it soon took off and glided 
away through the forest.

Down in the meadow, I spread out the tarp 
amongst the flowers and grasses and climbed 
into my sleeping bag. At 8,000ft it gets chilly 
on a clear night even in the summer. Gazing 
upward, it didn’t take long before a big white 
fire ball streaked across the sky. I laid with 
my eyes wide trying to take in the whole sky 
with my gaze. Very few meteor showers offer 
shooting stars with a constant barrage. This 
Perseid shower offered intermittent eye 
dazzlers…just enough to keep me from dozing 
off…for a while. There were fireballs, long 
dazzlers, short, quick streakers.
They were coming predominately from one 
direction but that didn’t mean that one 
wouldn’t suddenly streak from the opposite 
sky. Scanning the whole sky is big job.
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In the Field 
By Ginger Shoemake

August was hot and dry with skies full of smoke.  
Certainly not ideal birding weather, but that didn’t 
stop some of you from getting out there to check on 
our fine feathered friends.  MerryLynn Denny still 
went out every day, usually at dawn so she could 
be home before it got too uncomfortable.  On her 
early morning hikes in the foothills looking for 
birds, she also encountered a cougar, a bear and a 
skunk.   

In mid-August, MerryLynn noted that the Millet 
ponds were full of water and that shorebirds should 
be plentiful.  Unfortunately, by August 22 Bruce 
Toews reported much of the water had dried up and 
the mosquitos had taken over. He did see several 
common nighthawks flying over the orchards 
on the road into the ponds early in the morning. 
He had much better luck at Tyson ponds where 
he found black-necked stilts, killdeer, western 
sandpipers, Wilson’s and red-necked phalaropes, 
spotted sandpipers and lesser yellowlegs.

Earlier in the month there was a small area 
of standing irrigation water on Hanson Loop 
Road that had solitary sandpipers, greater and 
lesser yellowlegs, Wilson’s phalaropes, western 
sandpipers, Wilson’s snipes, and killdeer.

Linda Hanson was surprised to find four black-
necked stilts at Bennington Lake on August 19.

Wally Tomlinson found seven lark sparrows in 
the Detour/McDonald Road area on August 19.  
You can find a photo of one plus two violet-green 
swallows on the Blue Mountain Audubon Facebook 
page.  He also posted a photo on the Facebook page 
of a raccoon at the Walla Walla River Delta.

Bob and Mary Betts stopped at the pond at Wallula 
Junction on August 21 where there was a nice 
variety of shorebirds – killdeer, Baird’s sandpipers, 
Wilson’s and red-necked phalaropes, greater 
yellowlegs and a solitary sandpiper.

I mention all of these sighting because it’s shorebird 
migration time.  Check out any of these areas plus 
Mill Creek from the Project Office to Rooks Park, 
Bennington Lake and the Walla Walla River Delta 
in the coming weeks if you want to see them as they 
head south for the winter.  Before you venture out, 
check the latest reports on ebird to see what is being 
seen and where to look.

Wilson’s warblers were seen at Lewis and Clark 
Trails State Park and Fort Walla Walla Park in late 
August.  George Gagnon posted a great photo of 
one on the Blue Mountain Audubon Facebook 
page. Check it out!

Bonnie Roemer watched a Lewis’s woodpecker 
working a dead tree across from the Mill Creek 
Project Office on August 22.  This is a good time to 
be on the outlook for them as they migrate through.

Linda Hanson birded South Fork Coppei Creek on 
August 22 and reported several summer migrants 
still around including western wood peewee, willow 
flycatcher, eastern kingbird, gray catbird, warbling 
vireo and western tanager.

I noticed several Vaux’s swifts fly-catching on Mill 
Creek near WWCC on August 22.  They were also 
flying around our yard along Yellowhawk Creek the 
same day.

Five of us walked Bennington Lake on August 24.  
There were several hundred ducks on the canal early. 

Continued on p. 6

Western Tanager



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. 
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In the Field, Continued from p. 5

Unfortunately, they were all in eclipse plumage 
so it they just looked like brown ducks to us.  We 
were able to identify mallards, northern shovelers, 
green-winged teal and ruddy ducks.  Along the 
canal trail we watched several western tanagers 
chomping down on berries from the choke cherry 
trees.  Other birds of note were ospreys, great blue 
herons, belted kingfishers, a warbling vireo, a 
variety of swallows, Vaux’s swifts, gray catbirds, 
and one great horned owl in the cottonwood groves 
by the canal. There was a Cooper’s hawk harassing 
the little birds along the canal, and several American 
kestrels.  One of the kestrels landed on top of an 
apple tree.  It would have been a great photo, but 
unfortunately the Tremans weren’t with us to 
capture the moment.

September is a fun time of year to be birding.  
You never know what might wander through.  
Migrants moving south, young birds out exploring 
new territory, and winter bird beginning to move 
back in.  Keep your eyes peeled and email me 
housewren084@gmail.com  with your sightings.  

Great Horned Owl


