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Over the past several decades, Western and 
Clark’s Grebes have experienced significant 

declines in their population, raising concerns 
among conservationists. These elegant birds 
began nesting at McNary National Wildlife 
Refuge and nearby areas in 2021, but with 
limited success. Learn how the refuge, 
in collaboration with numerous 
agencies and dedicated volunteers, 
has been working to preserve 
their grebe colonies and promote 
successful nesting.

Steve 
originally 

hails from the 
Finger Lakes 
area of upstate 
NY. He has 
worked for the 
U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service 
for 26 years. 
He started 
his career 
at Iroquois 
National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) in Western 
NY, and then went on to Wallkill River NWR 
in northern NJ, Shiawassee NWR in the Lower 
Peninsula of MI, and the Southeast Idaho 
NWR Complex. Steve is currently the Project 
Leader of the Mid-Columbia River National 
Wildlife Refuge Complex which includes 
McNary, Umatilla, Cold Springs, and McKay 
Creek NWRs.

Presented by Steve Kahl
Thursday, April 16, 2026 • 7 p.m. Olin Hall, Room 129, Whitman campus

Western and Clark’s Grebe Management at 
McNary National Wildlife Refuge

https://www.whitman.edu/campus-map

Western Grebes

https://www.whitman.edu/campus-map
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BMAS Member Spotlight:
This month’s Member Spotlight falls on:  Al Dunn
Story and photos by Nancy Mitchell

On February 11, BMAS volunteers 
gathered at Sharpstein 

Elementary School for the Great 
Backyard Bird Count, binoculars 
in hand, helping first‑graders spot 
and identify birds. Readers may 
remember that event from a recent 
issue of The Magpiper— and in 
particular, the mention of volunteer 
Al Dunn, who made a bird feeder for 
every child to take home.

After meeting Al at the event, I wanted to learn more about 
the man behind those feeders. So I arranged a visit with 

Al and his wife, Elaine—though first, a bit of background.

Al and Elaine moved from Moses Lake to Walla Walla in 
1972. Al worked for Safeway and oversaw the opening of 

the Rose Street store before retiring in 1992. These days, he 
spends much of his time tinkering in his shop or tending the 
garden behind their home, where roughly a dozen bird feeders 
keep a steady stream of visitors well fed. Elaine worked for 
20 years as a teacher’s aide at Edison Elementary in Kay Barga’s 
classroom, and as Al puts it, “Kay always had a project that 
needed my help.” He fondly recalls students building their 
own birdhouses—and even a field trip to the Dunns’ home in 
Sydney Heights to pick apples.

After the pandemic, 
Al began supporting 

BMAS’s efforts to teach 
children about birds by 
crafting a feeder for each 
student. In 2025, he made 
60; this year, 45. Altogether, 
he estimates he has built a 
couple hundred feeders for 
Sharpstein students, working 
at a pace of two or three 
a day until he meets the 
annual quota.e

Monthly Calendar
Board Meeting: 
April 9, 2026, 7:00 pm

April Membership Meeting:
April 16, 2026, 7:00 pm

Board executives:
President: Bruce Barga
Vice President: Ben Vernasco
Secretary: Michelle Dressler
Treasurer: Justin Rodegerdts

Board members:
Membership chair: Vanessa Prendiville 
Education chair: Phil Kahler & 
Sue Parrish, co-chairs 
Past President: Tim Parker 
Natural Area chair: Tom Land
Conservation chair: Glen Mendel
Program chair: Nancy Mitchell
Field Trips chair: Sue Parrish
At large: Kay Barga, Rebecca Heisman,   
Kathy/Janaki Howard, Matt Banderas 
Jeanne McMenemy 
 
Website:
http://www.blumtn.org

Bird sightings:
liamhickey13@gmail.com

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

http://www.blumtn.org
mailto:liamhickey13@gmail.com
mailto:BlueMtnAudubon@gmail.com
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When I arrived for 
my visit, Al was 

in the backyard filling 
one of his twelve feeders, 
accompanied by a lively 
chorus of songbirds. He 
explained he was using 
the “Barga Mix”—a blend 
of peanut butter and 
birdseed recommended 
by Bruce, the couple’s 
former physician.

Al has no shortage of materials. His son, who works 
for Walla Walla Parks & Recreation, often brings 

him wood, as do neighbors. After the wood dries, Al 
cuts branches into 12‑ to 18‑inch sections, trims off 
smaller limbs, drills feeding holes above or below the 
branch cuff, and adds a screw hook on top. Thread 
bobbins along the sides serve as perches. On the day of 
my visit, he was experimenting with placing a feeder 
in the crotch of a tree rather than hanging it, curious 
to see how the birds would respond.

Before I left, Al 
showed me a 

stack of handmade 
thank‑you notes from 
the 45 first‑graders 
who received feeders 
this year. It was clear 
how much those notes 
meant to him.

Thank you, Al, for your dedication, creativity, and 
generosity—and for helping nurture the next 

generation of bird lovers.

Attention Blue Mountain Audubon Members, 
we want to hear from you! 

Please take this short, 5-minute survey that will allow us to better understand membership 
participation and interests. You can access the survey using the following link: bit.ly/3NdM07E

Thank you for your time!

April Field Trip
Touchet River Riparian Field Trip
Saturday, April 18
8 a.m. — 10 a.m.
Story & photo, Glen Mendel

BMAS will host a bird watching field trip to the 
levee and riparian area along the Touchet River 

in Dayton on April 18.  Those interested should 
meet at the Harper Joy Theater parking lot in Walla 
Walla about 5 minutes before 8 AM to then convoy to 
Dayton and meet with Glen Mendel.  Otherwise, you 
can meet at 8:35 AM in Dayton on the South end of 
2nd Street, just past the city park, on the west side of 
the fishing pond.

This will be 
an easy walk 

along the paved 
(or hard-packed 
gravel) levee.  
There will be a 
short introduction 
to the salmon 
and steelhead 
restoration actions 
that occur here, 
as well as bird 
watching. This trail 
is along an area 
with lots of riparian vegetation along the river - where 
swallows, song sparrows, geese, deer, wild turkeys, 
osprey and many other wildlife can often be seen.  
After the field trip, you can take in the Lewis and 
Clark Campsite, nearby.

http://bit.ly/3NdM07E 
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Occasionally a Sharp-shinned Hawk comes 
flashing through and the neighborhood is 

suddenly very 
quiet. Continuing 
the walk over 
to Whitman 
College, it was 
entertaining to 
see two very 
verbal Canada 
Geese controlling 
the traffic of 
students crossing 

the field between classes. A few Mallards 
joined in - mostly to laugh at the geese’s antics.

For two Saturdays in March, a number of 
volunteers, including quite a few from Blue 

Mountain Audubon, met at McNary Wildlife 
Refuge under the leadership of Steve Kahl 
refuge manager. We car pooled out onto the 
refuge then walked to sites in the sage brush 
where we constructed a total of 23 artificial 
burrows in 8 separate clusters. It was exciting 
to build the burrows and will be even more 
exciting to see Burrowing Owls utilizing them. 
There are no guarantees but we’ve got our 
wings crossed! 

As if to 
make an 

exclamation 
mark to end 
the winter, we 
finished with 
a rain on snow 
event which 
resulted in raging waters pouring out of the 
mountains. Chocolate brown water rushed 
over Mill Creek dam which caused the Corps 
to divert water into Bennington Lake. The 
lake shores and trails were then flooded. My 
friend Aaron and I decided to take advantage 
of this high water and paddle the trails in his 
canoe. Paddling through the trees gives a whole 
different perspective on Spring. The waters 
are being slowly drained out and the migrating 
birds are on their way!

Spring has arrived and the birds are 
returning from their vacation in the South. 

I will be glad to welcome the newcomers and 
will enjoy the increased variety of our winged 
friends. This winter has been somewhat sparse 
regarding the numbers of owls and waterfowl. 
I often wonder why some years will offer 
numerous Long Eared, Great Horned and Saw-
whet Owls when other years there are hardly 
any. My friend Mike Denny, told me that it is all 
cyclical. I wonder if it has to do with the prey 
base. Less rabbits and mice result in less owls…
or are there other factors such as climate 
change or habitat loss that are affecting the 
numbers. We still have our one female Great 
Horned Owl occupying the hole in the cliff 
sitting on eggs for 30 days with the male 
intermittently bringing her food.

We shouldn’t get too despondent. A walk 
along Mill Creek upstream from the Corps 

of Engineer’s office will often find Common 
Mergansers, Common Goldeneyes as well as 
Great Blue Herons perched high above the 
bike trail already sitting on their spindly nests. 
Further up Mill Creek by the diversion dam, a 
pair of American Dippers are making a nest to 
raise little dippers! 

I became tired of sitting inside so went 
for a walk with the dog this morning in 

a drizzling rain. Just outside there was a 
loud mixed twittering of birds in the trees 
along the alley. There were scores of Juncos, 
Lesser Goldfinches, American Goldfinches, 
House Finches, Song Sparrows, and House 
Sparrows and also some raucous Crows that 
made the loudest of the noises. I think a 
contributing factor for this gathering of small 
songbirds is the fact that most backyards in 
the neighborhood have birdfeeders in them. 

Musings
Let the Birding Begin
Story & Photos, Chris Howard
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Bird Sightings,
February & March 
From Walla Walla & Benton Counties & from eBird
Liam Hickey

Sepala Weliwitigoda is a poet and 
nature writer whose work reflects on 
birds, wildlife, and environmental 
awareness through close observation 
of the natural world. He is a graduate 
of the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology and previously worked 
as a communications law and 

policy advisor. His essays on birds and conservation have 
appeared in several Audubon and bird-alliance newsletters 
and blogs, and he is the author of the poetry collections 
Listen to the Songbirds and Cat the Sovereign.

https://blumtn.org/2026/03/22/great-blue-
heron-essay-sepala-weliwitigoda/

Great-tailed Grackle, Mallard, Chukar, Ross’s Goose, Swamp Sparrow, Red Crossbill, Lapland Longspur, 
Black Phoebe, Barred Owl, Short-eared Owl, Pacific Loon, Barn Swallow, Iceland Gull, Canada Jay, Sagebrush 
Sparrow, Loggerhead Shrike, Tricolored Blackbird, Trumpeter Swan, Orange-crowned Warbler, Yellow-rumped 
Warbler, Sandhill Crane, Northern Mockingbird, Red-Necked Grebe, Turkey Vulture, Swainson’s Hawk, 
Northern Flicker, Northern Harrier, Red-naped Sapsucker, Osprey, Cinnamon Teal, Purple Finch, House Finch, 
Northern Mockingbird, American Goldfinch, Crows, Cliff Swallow, American Goshawk, American Wigeon, 
Turkey Vulture, American Pipit, Vesper Sparrow, Red-winged Blackbirds, Kestrel, Red-tailed Hawk, Western 
Meadowlark, Raven. Please continue to send your sightings to: liamhickey13@gmail.com

https://www.whitman.edu/campus-map

From “Great Blue Heron Essay”  by Sepala Weliwitigoda

To watch a Great Blue Heron fish is to observe patience as survival. Nothing 
holds its attention except the present moment. Nothing is rushed. In that 
quiet discipline lies a lesson. When we learn to notice the heron clearly, 
we may also begin to notice the health of our wetlands—and our own 
responsibilities—more honestly. Care, like balance, begins with attention.

The Great Blue Heron: Witness at the 
Water’s Edge

Across the Bay, a kayak split the mist.
A heron, cloaked in cobalt reverie,
stood still as time upon a granite stone.
One leg tucked tight, the other poised in thought,
its eye fixed on the glassy dimpled tide.

He waited—not for fish, but for the breath
of something deeper, surfacing at last—
a truth too slow to rise, too sharp to flee.
The river held its secrets just below,
while fog returned to swaddle what we know.

Sepala Weliwitigoda

https://blumtn.org/2026/03/22/great-blue-heron-essay-sepala-weliwitigoda/
https://blumtn.org/2026/03/22/great-blue-heron-essay-sepala-weliwitigoda/
mailto:liamhickey13%40gmail.com?subject=
https://www.whitman.edu/campus-map
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https://www.nbcnews.com/health/health-news/birdwatching-birding-
brain-boost-cognition-research-rcna259945

Bird Sites 
By Sue Weiler

COMING SOON: BURROWING 
OWLS AT MCNARY REFUGE!
Story & Photos by Bruce Barga

Volunteers from BMAS helped establish artificial 
burrows for Burrowing Owls at McNary Wildlife 

Refuge by participating in work parties on Feb 28 and 
Mar 7. Burrowing Owls require pre-made tunnels 
for nesting, provided by fossorial mammals such 

as ground squirrels 
and badgers. To 
compensate for the 
decline in tunnel-
digging mammals, 
refuge managers at 
McNary are installing 
clusters of artificial 
burrows.

T he artificial 
burrows are made 

from 55-gallon plastic 
drums, cut in half, with the open side down. A ten-
foot flexible plastic pipe 
is attached to the base 
of the drum, and a five-
gallon bucket with the 
bottom cut out is glued to 
the top to provide access 
to observe and clean the 
nest site. The burrows are 
buried deep enough so 
just the top of the bucket 
sticks out.

Refuge managers selected suitable locations for 
the burrows, and teams of volunteers buried 

the artificial burrows in clusters of 3 burrows in 
a 10-meter diameter. Nesting owls prefer to have 

multiple burrows; one for chicks, one for food storage 
and a spare for juveniles or as a decoy for predators. 
The flexible pipe curves gradually up to the surface, 
to eliminate excess light reaching the burrow. The 
tunnel opens onto a “porch” that resembles the dirt 
pile that a badger might fling out. A wooden T-post 
near the entrance serves as marker for burrow 
location and is a lookout for the owls.

T hirty-six volunteers installed 9 burrows (3 
clusters of 3) on February 28, and the following 

weekend, forty volunteers installed 9 more burrows. 
We were lucky to have good weather and lovely sandy 
soil that was easy digging. BMAS was represented 
by Frank Conlan, Chris Howard, Sue Wickham and 
Bruce Barga. Refuge managers have plans for more 
burrow installations to provide breeding sites for 
these charismatic birds. 

Bruce Barga

Being an expert birdwatcher is a pastime that may alter the structure and function of your brain. 
New research suggests these changes may enhance cognition even as you age.

Please send any interesting bird stories, blurbs or photos you find online my way:  
<sueweiler1224@gmail.com>

https://www.nbcnews.com/health/health-news/birdwatching-birding-brain-boost-cognition-research-rcna259945
https://www.nbcnews.com/health/health-news/birdwatching-birding-brain-boost-cognition-research-rcna259945
mailto:%3Csueweiler1224%40gmail.com%3E?subject=
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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 http://www.blumtn.org or on Facebook. 

Join Blue Mountain Audubon Society: Complete the following information and mail along with a $25 
check 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:

Sunday, May 3rd 
9:00 – 10:30 am at the 
Arthur G. Rempel Natural 
Area at Fort Walla Walla  

C ome join Chris & Janaki 
Howard, leaders of the 

May field Trip for a visit to the 
Rempel Natural Area in the 

Spring to look for early spring migrants. Also, we will 
visit the native plant restoration project. 

May Field Trip: Spring at the 
Rempel Natural Area

On March 20, a group of volunteers met at the 
Arthur G. Rempel Fort Walla Walla Natural 

Area to continue restoring native plants in the section 
burned in May 2025. Since the fire primarily affected 
invasive Himalayan blackberries, we are working to 
replace them with native species.

During this 
recent work 
party, we 
placed wood 
chips around 
the 40 young 
trees and 
shrubs to hold 
in moisture 
and discourage 
competing 

growth. These plants are currently protected by wire 
cages to prevent browsing by deer and rabbits.
The Natural Area trails are open and the birds will be 
returning on their migration. Come down and take 

BMAS Volunteers continue 
restoration of native plants in the 
Arthur G. Rempel Natural Area
Story & photos by Janaki & Chris Howard

a look. This is 
a great place 
to introduce 
children to 
nature.

Volunteers in the 
work party: 
Bruce Barga, 
Chris Pinney, 
Susan Wollett, Bill Hickey, Karen Summers, 
Vanessa Prendiville, Janaki Howard, Doug Morton, 
Karen Kirkwood, Woody Simmons.

http://www.blumtn.org

