Blue Mountain Audubon Society

The Magpiper
February 2021

Page 1

Blue Mountain Audubon Virtual Membership Meeting. February 18, 7:00 p.m. PT

Mill Creek Fish Passage Improvements
Presented by Brian Burns, Tri-State Steelheaders

Photos courtesy Brian Burns

This is an online presentation; the zoom link will
be emailed to BMAS members and can also be
found at blumtn.org
The Mill Creek flood control channel includes a
two-mile long concrete-lined section. Fish passage
in the concrete channel is poor for returning adult
steelhead, bull trout, and chinook due to existing
conditions of water depth and velocity. A passage
study completed in 2010 described the passage
problems, and is the basis for multiple projects
that improve passage. Currently, about 22% of the
channel length has been treated with fish passage
improvements. This presentation will explain the
nature of the passage problems, and provide an
update on progress of projects.
Brian was raised in Napa, California, and completed
a B.S. in Biological Sciences at Sacramento State
University in 1997. During his years in Sacramento,
he developed an interest in birds which lead him
to study avian biology at Utah State University,
where he completed his M.S. in 2000. Soon after, he
moved to Walla Walla, and began working with the
Tri-State Steelheaders in 2002. In 2004, he became
project manager and has since completed several fish
passage and habitat restoration projects. In his free
time, his hobbies include a large vegetable garden,
preserving the garden’s harvest, a stream restoration
project on his property, and walks with his Siberian
husky.
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President’s Corner
By Chris Howard

As I write this, the snowflakes are slowly drifting down turning
the grass from green to white. This is winter’s way of reminding
us that despite the truth of climate change we still get to enjoy the
occasional snow and cold weather. Blue Mountain Audubon will
continue to offer pathways into nature through the always open
trails of the Fort Walla Walla Natural Area and our Bennington
Bird Walks. We will continue regular field trips when the Covid
coast is clear. At a recent board meeting we affirmed our three
goals for this coming year: 1) Utilizing materials and information
from National Audubon we plan to promote the planting and
maintenance of native plants in our yards and parks. It is a fact
that a majority of our birds live on insects. These insects have
evolved to subsist on the native plants in their eco-system. We
hope to partner with other groups to advocate for an awareness of
the importance of these native plants. 2) We are spearheading an
initiative to convince the Washington State Department of Fish
and Wildlife to change their current regulations on the hunting
and trapping of beavers to protect them on public lands. Beavers
are important for creating and maintaining riparian areas which
are natural habitats for many of our native birds. 3) We plan to
continue our partnership with local schools to encourage young
people’s appreciation of birds and nature. We will participate in
science night and field trips to the natural area when these events
are able to take place again.
Blue Mountain Audubon is an all-volunteer organization. Please
consider joining us in the appreciation and protection of birds and
the environment.

Gratitude
We are very grateful to all those who donated to Blue Mountain
Audubon through the Blue Mountain Community Foundation
holiday Charitable Giving Guide. Donations to our organization
totaled $2,780 which was matched 100% by All-in-Washington
giving us a total of $5,560. These funds will support us in our
mission of appreciation, conservation and education of our
natural environment.

Email: BlueMtnAudubon@gmail.com
Mail: PO Box 1106
Walla Walla, WA 99362
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February Adventure Ideas
By Sue Parrish,
Photos by Jim Parrish
Hopefully we can soon meet safely in socially
distanced groups. Until then, here’re some ideas
for February. How about an adventure along the
Columbia river into Oregon? Take Hwy 12 and
instead of turning north to Tri-Cities, stay straight
onto Hwy 730 and head south along the river.
Here’s a list of suggested stops, which could make
for one long day, or several shorter trips.

Two Sisters: If you’ve never explored the

Two Sisters rock formation it’s worth a stop. The
pullout is several miles past the Hwy 12/730 and on
the left. A short hike up to these basalt formations
gives you beautiful views of the area.

Port Kelly: Take the first turnout past the small

pleasure boat marina. Get out and pan the river for
Loons, Grebes, various ducks and geese. Also check
out the trees and sage for golden crown sparrows
and varied thrush. Scan the cliffs with binos for
Peregrine falcons.

Rock Wren

Canyon Wren

Sage and Juniper, wetlands and Cottonwood groves.
The songs of Canyon and Rock Wrens can be heard
echoing off the canyon walls, and in late February
you may be lucky enough to find a Rail or Sora
skulking in the tall reeds.

Hat Rock State Park: After you leave the

cliffs of Wallula Gap area, watch for a hat shaped
basalt formation towards the river, and take the exit
to Hat Rock State Park. This wooded and grassy
park has many acres of trails to explore, as well as a
lagoon filled with waterfowl. Swallows and other
early migrants could show up here in February.

McNary Dam: Before entering downtown

Umatilla, look for the sign to McNary Dam. Head
down to the river and park immediately below
the dam at Spillway park. Scan below the spillway
for various waterfowl and gulls. A bit to the
west, between the dam and the I82 bridge, lies the
McNary Wildlife Nature Area. Here you will find
many trails that meander through natural habitat
and ponds. Who knows what could show up here
as spring unfolds?
In any case, have fun, stay safe and hopefully we can
soon see each other in person!

Juniper Canyon: About six miles past Port

Kelly, this is a great spot for a hike of an hour or so.
Look for a small pullout to the left immediately past
a marshy wooded canyon area that extends south
of the road. The trails take you past huge ancient
February 2021
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The Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife
(WDFW) has had recent reports of sick or dead
birds at backyard feeders in various locations. This
has also been reported in Dayton. The current
die-off of finches-such as Pine Siskins- as well as
other songbirds, is attributed to salmonellosis, a
common and usually fatal bird disease. When birds
flock together in large numbers at feeders, they can
transmit the disease through droppings and saliva.
WDFW is recommending the discontinuation of
backyard bird feeding until at least February to
encourage birds to disperse and forage naturally.
“Birds use natural food sources year-round, even
while also using feeders, so they should be fine
without the feeders.”
It is possible though uncommon, for salmonella
bacteria to transfer from birds to humans through
direct contact with infected birds. When handling
sick or dead birds it is best to wear gloves and wash
hands thoroughly afterward. WDFW is asking the
public to report dead birds that they observe. For
more information and to report bird deaths go to:
https://wdfw.wa.gov/news/help-protect-wild-birdsdeadly-salmonellosis

Native Plants Are Better
for Birds and People
By Kathy Howard
Bird-friendly landscaping provides food, saves water,
and fights climate change
Your garden is your outdoor sanctuary. With some
careful plant choices, it can be a haven for native
birds as well. Landscaped with native species, your
yard, patio, or balcony becomes a vital recharge
station for birds passing through and a sanctuary for
nesting and overwintering birds.
Each patch of restored native habitat is just that—a
patch in the frayed fabric of the ecosystem in which
it lies. By landscaping with native plants, we can
turn a patchwork of green spaces into a quilt of
restored habitat because more native plants mean
more choices of food and shelter for native birds and
other wildlife.
To survive, native birds need native plants and
the insects that have co-evolved with them. Most
landscaping plants available in nurseries are exotic
species from other countries. Many are prized for
qualities that make them poor food sources for native
birds—like having leaves that are unpalatable to native
insects and caterpillars. With 96% of all terrestrial
bird species in North America feeding insects to
their young, planting insect-proof exotic plants is like
serving up plastic food. No insects? No birds.
So. this winter, as you look up seed catalogues and
dream of your 2021 garden, consider planting some
native plants. They will require less water, will help
our birds and provide a habitat that many species
will appreciate.
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Photo by Kathy Howard

Bird Feeder Alert

Musings

Raising a Nature Lover
By Chris Howard

I think that most people who grow up to love,
appreciate and protect the environment have
a role model who enthusiastically shares with
them as a child their own love of nature. We
took our children camping when they were
barely able to walk. We had a little vestibule
in the front of our tent as the baby’s room.
During the day we carried her around in a
baby carrier looking at birds, touching the
bark on trees, picking berries. On a summer
evening we would sit out on a blanket looking
at the moon and stars. One of our youngsters
had an addiction to her pacifier. On one of our
overnight adventures we hiked down a trail
throughout the afternoon to a campsite only
to find at bedtime her “binky” was nowhere
to be found. There I was with my headlamp
searching the trail in the dark to no avail. It
took a while for all of us to settle down in
our sleeping bags without the comfort of her
binky. After making it through this night and
many more, our daughter now has a baby of
her own who has a binky which accompanies
her on outdoor adventures.
Our granddaughter is in the process of
being initiated into the “church of bird
watching.” She has learned to watch the flock
of chattering House Sparrows in the bush
outside the window while I change her diaper.
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Photo by Kathy Howard

I have often wondered how a full grown
adult can make decisions on the corporate or
personal level that is to the detriment to the
planet and its inhabitants, both human and
non-human. Are they not concerned with the
effects of those decisions on their children
and grandchildren’s future? How do we raise
a child in a way that he or she won’t grow up
with the intent to dismantle all the regulations
designed to protect our clean water, air,
birds, wildlife and environment?

Whenever we are on a walk there is always
time to stop and look at the hawk perched on
a branch or the Merganser floating down the
creek. There is also the bird clock that hangs
on the wall in the den. Every hour offers a
different bird call which we eagerly await
with her in my arms and pointing at the clock
when the bird song plays.
It is our children and grandchildren who
will be caring for our environment when we
are gone from the planet. That is why it is
so important that we share the outdoors
with them as they grow up, building a sense
of connection and stewardship for their
surroundings. Everything that we, as caring
adults, can do now to diminish the effects
of climate change, habitat degradation and
species loss will give them the gift of a
wonder-filled planet that they can cherish and
protect for future generations.
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In the Field
By Ginger Shoemake

Like many of you, Rodger and I went out and about
on New Year’s Day looking for new birds for 2021.
Traditionally we start at South Wilbur ponds to
look for wood ducks. After looking hard on the
west pond and with the help of Judy Treman’s
expert eyes, we found several. We then headed up
Mill Creek to look for some mountain birds. A
Steller’s jay flew along side of us, squawking of
course as is their nature. We didn’t find any dippers
but Judy saw a mountain chickadee in with a small
flock of black-capped chickadees. Then it was
on to Blue Creek Road to look for a pygmy owl,
which I have decided to call the “ghost bird” since
it’s been my nemesis bird for the past three years.
It continued to elude me, but as we were driving
along, two ruffed grouse decided to stop in the
middle of road in front of us. One just stood there
not moving for about five minutes. What a treat!

On January 5, Rodger and I drove one of our raptor
routes. On Sudbury Road we found red-tailed
hawks, rough-legged hawks, northern harriers
and American kestrels including the one in this
photo. The sun shining on its feathers made the
blue/gray wings and crown look sky blue. But the
most exciting sighting was an immature northern
goshawk that we found along Sudbury Road.
MerryLynn Denny found a northern mockingbird
on Byrnes Road on January 5 in the same general
area where she found one several years earlier.
Melissa Cummins found common snipe on Swegle
Road on January 9. Third try was a charm
according to her report. She also commented that
they are really hidden in the tall grasses.
On January 15, two bluejays flew in to Linda
Hanson’s yard, loudly announcing their arrival.
Each grabbed a peanut and left. They were back on
January 23.

Melissa Cummins and her friend Diana also went
up Mill Creek on January 1. Their best find was a
tree with three pileated woodpeckers.

Photo by Rodger Shoemakev
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Photo by Melissa Cummins

MerryLynn Denny keeps track of the County Year
Bird List. You can find an up-to-date list on our
website, blumtn.org. She noted that 107 species
were seen on January 1 by birders in every part of
the county.

Bob and Mary Betts found two California scrub
jays in Touchet on January 16. Several people found
three of them the next day, including Rodger and
me. After watching the jays, we drove Byrnes and
McDole roads and were treated to newly plowed
fields full of red-tailed hawks, northern harriers
and ravens. The previous day Mike and MerryLynn
watched a prairie falcon and a northern harrier
playing tag in the same area. Later that day they
spotted a peregrine falcon at Port Kelly.
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On January 16, Mike and MerryLynn found a
ferruginous hawk on North Touchet Road. Then
they were treated to about 40 gray-crowned rosy
finches at the cliffs before Lower Monumental Dam.
Deanne Hoehn enjoyed watching a pair of evening
grosbeaks at her feeder on Middle Waitsburg Road
on January 16. She noted that it was the first time
she had seen them in her yard.
MerryLynn drove up Lewis Peak on January 19 and
found 11 pine grosbeaks along with the usual birds
she usually sees in the mountains in winter. She
noted the lack of snow anywhere. Hopefully the
snow we received in the valley on January 22 was
more substantial in higher elevations.
On January 19, Alex Patia found three mountain
bluebirds at Bennington Lake. Could it be that
spring is coming soon, or will we be in for another
wintery February?
We had four purple finches at our feeder on January
24. It is the first time I’ve seen them in our yard so I
had to study them very closely to make sure what I
was seeing.
It’s snowing as I write this on January 25, so maybe
we’ll get some more unusual birds at feeders in our
area. Please let me know what you are seeing by
emailing me housewren084@gmail.com

The Great Walla Walla
Bird Count
By Sue Parrish

Many thanks to the nine households that counted
their backyard birds in the second week of January.
It should come as no surprise that the Dennys came
up with the most variety of yard species, with 16!
However, Earl Blackaby, who added Mill Creek to
his yard count, counted the most individual birds
at 243. I assured him it was not “cheating” to count
the 162 Canada geese and 37 mallards he found
there. The least common birds seen were the Says
Phoebe in the yard of Lynn Seeley, and the two
Eastern Blue Jays at Bob and Linda Hanson’s. And
I should mention that Anna’s Hummingbirds were
reported at three households, which is great. All in
all, our WW birders spotted 33 different species.
Hopefully everyone enjoyed this stay at home
activity, and will be excited to get involved in
something bigger: Cornell University’s Great
Backyard Bird Count. This worldwide event
depends on citizen scientists like YOU, to help
provide a snapshot of bird populations. It’s free,
fun and easy, and will occur Feb 12-15 in 2021. You
pick the day and observe for at least 15 minutes,
then send in your data. For details on how to
participate and submit counts go to birdcount.org

Bird of the Month

Photo by Rodger Shewmake

By Ginger Shoemake

Townsend’s
Solitaire
Myadestes townsendi
Size: 8-9 inches
Description: Gray with
bold white eye-ring,
short black bill, buffy
wing patches and long
tail edged with white.

When I think of “winter birds” in Walla Walla
County, Townsend’s solitaires are one of my
favorites. First of all they are a thrush and I’m
partial to thrushes because of their beautiful songs.
Second, their soft “toot” lets you know they
are nearby; but best of all they sing a wonderful
melodic song—in the winter! Why do they do this?
To set up and hold winter territories.

Townsend’s solitaires nest in the western mountains.
Their nest is similar to other thrushes, but is usually
on or close to the ground. They are especially
fond of nesting along cut banks, using nooks or
hollows beneath some sort of overhanging object
that shelters the nest from above. A normal
clutch size is 3-4 eggs. The eggs are incubated for
approximately 14 days by the female. They feed
primarily on berries and insects during the breeding
season, flycatching or picking them off trees and
the ground. During the winter months, they feed
almost exclusively on juniper berries. They are
strongly territorial, defending patches of juniper
trees against other solitaires and other birds such as
robins and waxwings.
When Townsend’s solitaires return to Bennington
Lake, we know for sure the winter birding season
has arrived. Their one-note call lets us know
they are nearby, and because they like to perch
in a vertical position on the top of a tree or a tall
juniper, they are fairly easy to spot. Hopefully you
will have a chance to see one this winter and enjoy
its melodic song.

Mission Statement:

Blue Mountain Audubon Society
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.

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:____________________________________________

