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By Matt Bartels, WBRC Secretary

A Cacophony of  Chats
50 pre-dawn surveys cover 162 miles  
on Icteria virens study near Yakima River

by Lisa Hill

I’ve often wondered how many Yellow-breasted 
Chats reside in W.E. Johnson Park in Richland 
during breeding season. I live adjacent to the 225-
acre natural park which hugs the Yakima River along 
its western border. Many types of habitat provide 
food, cover and breeding sites to a diverse group of 
birds. Footpaths wind through enchanting riparian, 
marsh, sagebrush and deciduous forest ecosys-
tems. Over the last 15 years, I’ve walked the trails 
hundreds of times and built a park list of 158 bird 
species. When spring migration begins, I am on the 
watch for hummingbirds, but my favorite traveler is 
the Chat.

I hear the first arrivals around May 5. A male Chat 
is a most unique bird. He “sings” 24/7 with a mish-
mash of squawks, rattles and ratchets, grunts, whis-
tles and pops. No sweet melodic tunes for him. 

During breeding season a typical two-mile morning 
walk after sunrise will produce 15-30 male Chats, 
which is a significant number in one location. The 
vast majority of the birds are identified by voice 
since most of them are hidden in the impenetrable 
swaths of wild roses and golden currant shrubs. This 
year (being like no other in our lifetimes) found me 
with plenty of free time to go birding during breed-
ing season and to conduct a thorough Yellow-breast-
ed Chat survey of the park.

“Good Birding, Good Day!” Q & A
with Podcast-Master Ed Pullen

continued on page 3

Blair Bernson Reflects on Neah Bay During a Pandemic (pg. 19)                 Tom Bancroft Goes on a Snipe Hunt  (pg. 12)

WOS Board Member Ed Pullen 
generously answered our questions about 
hundreds of bird-related podcasts he has put 
together, many of them published weekly at 
his host site and on commonly used podcast feeds.

This multiplicity of birding knowledge in one place 
(birdbanter.com) is rare. Have you reached a peak?
A. I am just now getting to feel that I am proud of 
each of my podcasts. Yet it can be feast or famine.

It is time to check in again on the contest to predict 
the next five new birds for the Washington state list. 
With the three species added to the state list at the 
November 2020 Washington Bird Records Commit-
tee (WBRC) meeting, we are now up to eight new 
species for the state since we collected our predic-
tions.

Three years ago (in WOS News #170), we wrapped 
up the second round of the contest and launched 
round three. The rules were simple: Send in five spe-
cies not yet on the state list that you believe are most 
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Podcasting Q & A with Ed Pullen (cont.)
Cold calling for guests can sometimes be hit or miss.

Q. This kind of format - the podcast - it seems so 
new and yet you have almost made a profession of it. 
Where did you get the tools to do this?
A. (laughs) I grew up with a dad who was an auto 
dealer. Later I was the managing partner of a med-
ical practice. It was a fairly big practice and I had 
a blog. In the blog I talked about whatever struck 
me. But after I retired the idea of a birding blog just 
didn’t appeal. The podcast format presented itself 
and .....

Q. Just a few years ago podcasts were much rarer. 
Now there are millions. What does it take in this era 
to create a successful podcast?
A. Listening. I’m not about pushing my own agenda. 
I want to educate and entertain. Maybe my overrid-
ing goal is to be a birding ambassador. As a birder, 
I’m not going to get much better - I’m not 20 years 
old. There are an amazing number of people out 
there with talents who are also really nice people. 
Maybe ... it’s a bit selfish of me ... to pursue them.

Q. Do you have any recommendations for other 
podcasters?

A. Three things. One: don’t be too hard on yourself. 
You’re going to get better with practice. Hang in 
there; I do things much better now than I did 80 or 
so podcasts ago. Two: don’t spend a lot of money. 
Three: you should have a hosting site.It’s not a cost 
barrier to most people.

Q: Who has been one of your most memorable  
guests?
A. Peter Hodum, the University of Puget Sound 
professor and seabird expert at the Slater Museum of 
Natural History. We sat out on lawn chairs and taped. 
Maybe another of the most memorable interviews is 
Mike Denny, a first-rate birder in Eastern Washing-
ton and one of the nicest people I know.

Q; Other suggestions for begining podcasters?
A. First get familiar with the format, while driving or 
whatever. And then, just really listen to your guests, 
the people you want to know and want others to 
know. When you truly listen, the next questions will 
just happen.

ED  PULLEN’S PODCASTS: available online at the 
commonly used podcast feeds and at 
birdbanter.com
(don’t miss Ed’s birding notes about his local trips)

The 2020 COHA report 
is finished and posted  
Here is the link:

https://urbanraptorconservancy.org/
wp-content/uploads/2020/11/2020- 
Seattle-Coopers-Hawk-Report_URC.pdf

Thanks for all   sightings.

 Ed Deal

 Seattle Coopers Hawk Project

 Urban Raptor Conservancy
Black-footed Albatross
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Predicting Washington’s New Birds (cont.)
likely to be added next. Species need to be accepted 
by the WBRC to be counted. 

Predictions for the next birds to be added to the state 
list were summarized in Feb 2018 (in WOS News 
#171). 31 people sent in five predictions for the next 
five state birds. 62 Species were mentioned by at 
least one person. 

The time has come again to tally up the results and 
see how well we did this time around.

First off, what were the eight new species?

•	 Ruby-throated Hummingbird - This one isn’t 
really fair for the contest. At the time peo-
ple were making predictions, Ruby-throated 
Hummingbird was on the state list based on 
a sight-only record from 1992. In February 
2018, the WBRC reevaluated the record and 
removed it from the state list. Then, in 2019, 
the Committee accepted a record from 24-25 
October 2017 from Ridgefield, Clark County. 
So, the first new species for this round of the 
contest, in essence, was on the list before the 
contest ran, was removed from the list after 
predictions were in, and was also newly seen 
in the state before we collected results. Sigh. 

•	 Purple Gallinule – The wing of one was 
found on Hobuck Beach, Neah Bay, Clallam 
County on 14 December 2017, another sight-
ing that came before all the predictions were 
even in.

•	 Painted Redstart – Found at Cape Flattery, 
Clallam County and observed from 25 Au-
gust – 16 September 2018.

•	 Red-footed Booby – Another dead bird! One 
was found on Dungeness Spit, Clallam Coun-
ty on 20 Sep 2018.

•	 Crested Auklet – One was spotted off Dis-
covery Park, Seattle, King County on 30 June 
2019.

•	 Northern Giant-Petrel – The biggest surprise 
of this round, this species had never before 
been seen in the ABA area before it was pho-
tographed from a commercial fishing boat in 

Pacific County waters on 8 December 2019.
•	 Scarlet Tanager – One found and photo-

graphed on Camano Island, Island County on 
5 June 2020

•	 Nazca Booby – One flew around in the Puget 
Sound, first spotted from Golden Gardens 
Park in Seattle, King County, and also seen 
in Kitsap & Snohomish county waters on 14 
August 2020.

The pace of two new birds a year is slower than the 
previous round we played, but still very impressive 
for a state already with over 500 species.

So, how did we do with our predictions?

We had 31 people making five predictions each, 
meaning we had 155 guesses made. Of those 155 
guesses, 19 were correct. Here’s more on the results:

Three species were predicted by no one: Ru-
by-throated Hummingbird, Purple Gallinule and 
Northern Giant-Petrel.

The other five new species were guessed by at least 
one person:

•	 Painted Redstart. Grace Oliver and Bill Tweit 
guessed this one.

•	 Red-footed Booby. Blair Bernson, Curtis Ma-
hon and Ryan Shaw picked this one correctly.

•	 Crested Auklet. Bill Shelmerdine was the 
only one to call this one.

•	 Scarlet Tanager. Six people predicted this 
one: Scott Downes, Brooke McDonald, Evie 
Merrill, Grace Oliver, Dalton Spencer & 
Brad Waggoner.

•	 Nazca Booby. Seven people predicted the 
most recent addition to the list: Matt Dufort, 

Painted Redstart, Tom Benson photo
Nazca Booby, Derek Keats photo
Creative Commons

continued on page 5
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Predicting Washington’s New Birds (cont.)
Jason Fidorra, Adrian Hinkle, Evie Merrill, 
Ryan Merrill, Brad Waggoner and Charlie 
Wright.

Overall, 16 of the 31 participants guessed at least 
one of the species added to the list. Three people get 
to share the crown this time around with two correct 
predictions:  Evie Merrill, Grace Oliver and Brad 
Waggoner. 15 of us (including me) were unsuccess-
ful in predicting any of the species. 

This matches the success rate of last round, where 
half of the participants got at least one right (though 
last time only one person predicted two of the new 
birds). 

If we combined correct predictions from last round 
with this one – of the 15 species added to the state 
list since 2016, only Grace Oliver has predicted three 
correctly.

One of the fun comparisons we’ve traditionally 
made is between predictions by WBRC members 
(allegedly with all our resources and knowledge of 
patterns of rarity at our finger tips) and non-mem-
bers. 

Did the WBRC members do better this time around? 
37% of the correct predictions came from WBRC 
members (7 of 19), a little better than their repre-
sentation in the total number of participants (29%). 
Nevertheless, the WBRC success wasn’t that much 
better overall, and three predicted no birds correctly. 
Non-WBRC members provided 63% (12 / 19) of the 
correct predictions while making up 71% of the par-
ticipants. 10 of the 22 non-WBRC members made at 
least one correct prediction.

Of the top ten species guessed most often, only Naz-
ca Booby and Scarlet Tanager turned out to be cor-
rect. Likewise, if you were to look at birds on nearby 
state lists, only those two species plus Ruby-throated 
Hummingbird might have been ‘expected.’ By far, 
most of our new species continue to be pretty unpre-
dictable!

Where did the new species come from? 

One species (Crested Auklet) came from the north. 
Three came from east of us (Ruby-throated Hum-
mingbird, Purple Gallinule and Scarlet Tanager). 
Three (Northern Giant-Petrel, Nazca Booby and 
Red-footed Booby) were pelagic birds (from the 
‘west’, though arguably also from the ‘south’). And 
one was solidly from south of us (Painted Redstart). 

Compared to the origins of all the species predicted, 
as a group we over-represented birds from the north 
(27% of the species predicted vs 12.5% actual), and 
predicted eastern-origin birds about right (42% pre-
dicted vs 37.5% actual). Pelagic species only made 
up 10% of the predictions but turned out to be 37.5% 
of the finds.

Let’s do it again!

Let’s start up Round Four and see how we do this 
time around. Spend a little time looking at the state 
checklist, nearby state checklists, and your crystal 
ball. To participate, email me (mattxyz@earthlink.
net) with the five species you predict will be next to 
be added to the state checklist.  

I’ll collect predictions through mid-January 2021. 
For a prediction to ‘count,’ an observation of that 
species must be accepted by the WBRC as a valid 
record for the state. 

We’ll see how long it takes this time around to find 
those next five species!
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  Coming next issue: a check-in with recordist Mark Oberle
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Those looking for opportunities to get out birding and contribute to the store of knowledge about winter birds will be 
happy to learn that most Christmas Bird Counts will go ahead this year, despite COVID.

Once again, we are indebted to Jim Danzenbaker for gathering this information. As of November 22, Jim found that 
only four of the 45 counts had definitely been cancelled for this year. They are: Chewelah CBC, Everett-Marysville 
CBC, Edmonds/South Snohomish County CBC, and Neah Bay CBC. He was still waiting to hear from six other 
counts as of the 22nd. That means that 35 counts were a go at that time.

Jim cautions that due to the current challenging COVID climate, all CBC information is subject to last minute 
changes.  Make sure that you stay in contact with your CBC organizers.  It is assumed that all CBCs will adhere to 
CDC and Washington State health regulations including mask wearing, social distancing and small group sizes.  To 
that end, carpooling is limited to household members.

The 2020 CBC information will be posted on the WOS website by the end of November. Here is the link:  
https://wos.org/cbc/       Or you can go to the WOS home page and get the link under the Activities menu.

For an article on “History of the Christmas Bird Count: How the count started and how the data is used today” go to 
https://www.audubon.org/conservation/history-christmas-bird-count       
                                                                                                                                                         - Jane Hadley

Look for Christmas Bird Count 
Information on the WOS Website
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On May 30, I began a routine of pre-dawn surveys 
in the park on a 3.75 mile loop route. This brought 
me within hearing distance of about 75% of the 
Chats’ favored habitat of dense shrubs. At that hour, 
the birds are most vocal and the competition from 
highway traffic noise and other birdsong is less no-
ticeable. My first early morning foray was amazing 
- 89 Chats! Well, that was awesome and I was then 
completely hooked on the project.

During the four months from June through Septem-
ber, I walked 50 survey routes before dawn, entering 
the data into eBird. The Chat numbers were astound-
ing. Throughout June and part of July, I counted 
75-85 male Chats in two or three hours. There were 
likely an equal number of females, but they are very 
rarely seen or heard. The highest count was 91 indi-
viduals on June 4, and the last single bird was found 
on September 23 (a new late date for the Tri-Cities 
area). The 50th survey was September 27 and I found 
no Chats. All of the breeding Chats and fledglings 
had begun their fall migration southward to Mexico 
and Central America.

The first half of June had the highest average count 
of 80 male birds per survey. By the second half of 

July it was 55 birds; the second half of August was 
46 birds; and all of September averaged 18 birds per 
survey. This does not necessarily mean that birds 
were leaving in July, but they were not as vocal and 
I couldn’t always hear their chatter to count them. 
The lower average number in August was likely the 
result of some individuals migrating out of the area. 
I did not use playback recordings until mid-August 
when breeding season was essentially over. It re-
quired only a few seconds of Chat calls to elicit a 

Cacophony of Chats Along the Yakima River (cont.)
response from the secretive birds, allowing me to 
add them to the day’s tally.

Chats build nests about three feet off the ground in 
dense thickets which makes it nearly impossible 
to count the nests or fledglings. I speculate if there 
were 80 breeding pairs (160 birds) and 30% of the 
nests were successful and fledged two young, then it 
is not unreasonable to say there were over 200 Chats 
in the park. I admit that this conclusion is not arrived 
at through rigorous scientific research, but even half 
that number (about which I have no doubts) would 
be an incredible count.

A unique set of circumstances due to COVID-19 
restrictions allowed me the time and opportunity to 
thoroughly canvass most of W. E. Johnson Park for 
Yellow-breasted Chats. Many other amazing ex-
periences in those pre-dawn hours were priceless: 
stunning sunrises, noctilucent clouds, thunderstorms, 
full moons setting in the west, Saturn, Jupiter (and 
its moons!) and Venus putting on a show, a mama 
porcupine with a black-quilled baby, otter, muskrat, 
mink, turtles, a mule deer doe with twin fawns, and a 
total of 100 bird species tallied. It was an unforgetta-
ble 122 hours and 162 miles of discovery.

Larry Umthun photo
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Many Thanks to Outgoing WOS Volunteers! 

continued on page 9
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Jennifer Kauffman, WOS President
Please join the WOS Board in giving heartfelt thanks 
to our outgoing volunteers, and to welcome the new 
volunteers that have stepped up. 

After four years, Membership Coordinator Ruth 
Godding is stepping down at the end of the year. We 
greatly appreciate her work to keep our membership 
records up to date. Ruth is planning to move back to 

Scotland, but we look forward to seeing her in the 
field before then. Thank you, Ruth!

Sarah Safranek will become Membership Coor-
dinator beginning in January 2021. Sarah and her 
husband Gary Kelsberg are well known birders from 
the Seattle area. Tom Bancroft, who recently stepped 
down as WOS secretary, will continue to work with 
Sarah to manage the WOS member database and 
WOS member communications.

After four years, Monthly Program Coordinator Cin-
ny Burrell is stepping down. Cinny initially worked 

with Jean Trent to identify and schedule speakers for 
our programs on the first Monday of the month, Oc-
tober through June. Cinny will continue to help lead 
WOS’ efforts to support diversity and inclusion

Long time WOS member Vicki King is stepping 
into the WOS Monthly Program Coordinator posi-
tion. Vicki and her husband Jim have shared photos 
of their travels during WOS member photo nights. 
Vicki welcomes suggestions for future program 

speakers. She can be reached at meetings@wos.org. 
Elaine Chuang will continue to provide GoToMeet-
ing technology and coordination support for our 
monthly meetings. 

Many thanks to all our WOS volunteers!

Help Wanted at WOS 

WOS programs and meetings have been shifted on-
line to help keep you and the rest of our community 
safe. We are fortunate to have such a strong volun-
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President’s Message (continued)
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teer base, and we look forward to gathering safely. 
In the meantime, here are some COVID-19 appro-
priate volunteer opportunities. 

WOS Newsletter 

Many thanks to Ron Post, who has served as our 
newsletter editor for the past five+ years! Ron 
is willing to continue as editor but can use some 
help. Would you be willing to serve as a guest 
newsletter editor? 

WOS publishes six bimonthly digital newsletters a 
year. Writing and editing skills are needed. Famil-
iarity with desktop publishing and layout software 
is desirable, but can be learned on the job. 

Can you help brainstorm topics and recruit writers 
for an upcoming issue? Or contribute an article, 
photo or artwork for an upcoming issue yourself? 

We need ideas and contributors for future news-
letter issues, especially science articles. Examples 
include:

•	 A piece by a bird survey volunteer or 
someone who accompanies a volunteer on 
one of their surveys.

•	 An essay about an ornithologist or natural-
ist who was a big influence.

•	 A book review, article about a favorite 
birding spot, field trip report, or a profile of 
a WOS member. 

If you are willing to help, please contact newsletter 
editor Ron Post at wosnews@wos.org.

WOS Field Trips

Due to Covid-19, WOS is not currently running any 
field trips. But we hope to begin offering them in 
2021. Jen Kunitsugu of Seattle has been the WOS 
Field Trip Coordinator for the past six years, and 
she’s willing to continue. Thank you, Jen, and to 
WOS field trip leaders!

Be a Field Trip Committee Co-Chair

Join Jen in planning field trips and recruiting field 
trip leaders. It would be helpful to have another per-
son who is knowledgeable about Washington birding 
destinations as well as contacts in communities out-
side western Washington. They wouldn’t even have 
to be designated to focus on Eastern WA, but having 
another person involved would be a huge help! 

Be a Field Trip Leader

WOS can always use new field trip leaders. If you 
are interested in being a co-chair or leading a trip, 
please contact Jen at fieldtrips@wos.org

Rough-legged Hawk
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Washington Bird Records Committee Holds 2020 Annual Meeting 
 
On Saturday, November 14, 2020, the Washington Bird Records Committee (WBRC) met via Zoom for its annual 
meeting. Matt Bartels, WBRC Secretary, provided a summary of the results:

•	 54 reports were accepted as valid new records.
•	 Two additional records were accepted as continuing sightings of a record previously accepted at an earlier meeting.
•	 24 reports were not accepted.

The WBRC accepted three species new to the state list: Northern Giant-Petrel, Nazca Booby and Scarlet Tanager.   
Northwestern Crow was removed from the state list after being lumped with American Crow. This brings the official 
Washington State Checklist to 520 species, including 507 species fully accredited (supported by specimen, photograph, 
or recording) and 13 species which are sight-only records (supported only by written documentation). 
 
The WBRC thanks everyone who has submitted reports of rare birds. Details and updated files including the current 
state checklist and records of all WBRC decisions are available on the WOS website at: https://wos.org/records/ 
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President’s Message
To the WOS community,

As we go to press, the State of Washington has issued new public health restrictions 
meant to slow the spread of the coronavirus (Covid-19). We miss seeing you and 
hope that you and your families are staying well. 

The health and safety of our members and communities continues to be a top 
priority. WOS is currently focused on conducting virtual programs, and planning 
for future activities when we can be together. 

Here’s the latest on WOS activities:

•	 Virtual monthly programs for members and the public via GoToMeeting are 
ongoing. 

•	 The WOS Board, Washington Birds Records Committee, and other WOS volun-
teers continue to meet virtually.

•	 The WOS joint annual conference with the Oregon Birding Association, is 
scheduled for September 16 - 21, 2021 in Astoria, Oregon. Registration would 
open in late May 2021. 

•	 Planning for the June 2022 WOS annual conference in Spokane is underway.
•	 WOS announced that Jacob Miller, a 15-year old from Mason County, is the 

winner of  the 2020 Patrick Sullivan Young Birder Fund award.
•	 WOS volunteers continue to produce the WOS web site, bimonthly newsletter, 

and Washington Birds journal.

No WOS field trips are scheduled through the end of this year.  But we encourage 
you to bird as much as you are able, close to home, and without exposing yourself 
or anyone else to risk. We look forward to seeing you in person in the field once 
these difficult times have passed!

In the meantime, consider volunteering for WOS. Volunteering is a great way to 
meet new people and learn new things. Check out the opportunities in this newslet-
ter, or feel free to contact me at president@wos.org. 

Happy holidays! My very best wishes for the new year.

                                                             - Jennifer Kauffman, WOS Board President
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         WASHINGTON BIRDS JOURNAL NEWS
The Washington Ornithological Society publishes a 
scholarly periodic journal, Washington Birds, which is 
distributed to members and posted on the WOS web site. 
The purpose of  Washington Birds is to publish informa-
tion on birds of  Washington state and the Pacific North-
west.

The latest issue of  Washington Birds, Volume 13, will be 
published in early 2021. According to editor Ed Swan, 
Volume 13 will include 10 articles on 13 species new to 
the state since 2005. Authors include a nice mix of  well-
known ornithologists such as Dennis Paulson and Tom 
Aversa, members of  the Washington Birds Records Com-
mittee (WBRC), Washington Dept. of  Fish and Wildlife 
staff  and younger birders.  

In addition, east and west side authors contributed arti-
cles on the analysis of  habitat or regularly occurring spe-
cies of  interest. The journal will also include a general 
interest article with reports by birders in all 39 counties 
and the latest WBRC report.  

Many thanks to editor Ed Swan for getting the journals on 
a regular publications schedule. Potential contributors 
of  articles or photos should contact the editor by email 
at wabirds@wos.org.

Note to readers: All volumes of  the Washington Birds 
journal are now available on the WOS web site! 

WOS volunteers recently added Volumes 1 – 8 of  Wash-
ington Birds to the WOS web site.  WOS published Vol-
ume 1 in 1989 and an additional five volumes in its first 
decade.  Volume 12 came out in November 2018. 



A Snipe HuntA Snipe Hunt
Story and photo by Tom BancroftStory and photo by Tom Bancroft

The organic muck on the beach formed a rolling 
carpet with lots of bumps and depressions; wave 
action during the last storm molded this place. 
The shoreline was wide, maybe a dozen feet, 
from the water’s edge up to the growing plants 
and then curled around Juanita Bay. I was snipe 
hunting and had my binoculars up to my eyes. 
One of these shorebirds should be hiding here. 

One night back in the mid-1960s, I was sent on 
my first snipe hunt. All the new scouts were gath-
ered together, and the camp counselors had us bring a t-shirt to hold one of these elusive creatures. The head 
person held a flashlight tight to his chest, shinning it at his chin as he gave us directions. The light created a 
ghostly look, making his voice sound ominous. We were to search the dark woods, making grunting sounds to 
attract a snipe and then grab it, wrapping it in our spare shirt. “Don’t come back until you have one,” were his 
last words. 

That critter, though, was imaginary, and the older Boy Scouts had sent us on a fool’s errand. I knew snipes 
existed by high school and had found this bird in swampy areas in Western Pennsylvania. 

Behind a row of muck was a little cinnamon, off white, and black with some long creamy-colored lines, the 
back of a snipe. She had her long bill tucked under her back feathers, and her eyes closed. One yellow leg 
held her up from the mud. Her exquisite plumage was what I needed, and my spirits seemed to rise. It was 
early November, and the coronavirus pandemic of this past year had cast a heavy weight on my soul. Isola-
tion, distance, masks, and zoom seemed the way of life. I needed contact with something alive, mysterious, 
and wonderful.

With that thought, the Wilson’s Snipe stretched and turned to walk down to the water’s edge. Her six-inch 
bill began to probe into the mud. Her eyes set well back on the sides of her head allowed her to see behind 
her while she searched for invertebrates. Apparently, the bill tip is flexible, allowing just the end to separate 
to grab a worm. A second bird joined this one, and they moseyed along the shoreline while I settled to watch 
these beautiful examples of adaptation.

A couple of dozen yards along their stroll, they stopped, turning their bills back along their sides, and began 
to preen. One twisted its tail, showing the barring and brown tips, pulling that bill through some under-tail 
coverts. As a flying snipe descends, the wind flowing overspread rectrices makes that incredible eerie win-
nowing sound so crucial in their courtship and territorial defense. 

Each of the last few summers, I’ve been able to listen to it in the mountains of Washington, joy filling my 
body.

Here on the shores of Lake Washington, one began to pull on its scapular feathers, the upper mandible bent 
upward near its tip, and I realized I’d just seen the end flex. These individuals continued preening, working 
their sides, breasts, and tails. Eventually stopping all activity, they put their bills under their back feathers and 
closed their eyes. 

I’d been watching them for close to an hour, and the chilly November temperatures had penetrated my bones. 
But these avian marvels had given me a sense of peace and serenity. Hope had returned to my soul.

WOSNews #188 Dec. 2020 - Jan. 2021   Pg. 12



Pushing the Salmo Season

WOSNews #188 Dec. 2020 - Jan. 2021   Pg. 13

From the Board

Jon Houghton
As a neophyte member of the WOS Board intent on 
expanding our membership in the distant corners 
of the state, I have taken a personal vow to become 
more familiar with those areas I’ve not previously 
visited and birded. OK, maybe it’s just an excuse 
to get out of the house, breath some clean air, see 
some great scenery, and bird some cool new places 
I’ve long been hearing about. Accordingly, October 
19, Kathleen and I began the quest to fulfill a sever-
al-year dream to go to the hallowed NE corner of the 
state and visit the fabled Salmo Mountain. Turns out, 
we were none too soon.

Day 1 – Washington Pass to Winthrop

We started out over Washington Pass in the Forester 
with chilly temperatures in the low 30s and scattered 
snow showers. I was harboring a plan to hike up to 
Blue Lake and up the Tarn Loop where ptarmigan 
had been routinely seen during September. When we 
had gone by the trailhead in late September, hikers’ 
cars filled the parking lot and the highway shoulder 
for an intimidating distance. Today, there were only 

half a dozen cars in the snowy parking lot but clouds 
had thinned and the sky was promising so we headed 
up. The few people we encountered on the trail all 
had masks to pull on as we passed and the snowy 
woods were quite lovely. At higher elevations, the 
trail comes into slide areas and subalpine parkland 
where the larches were quite spectacular in the sun 
and fresh snow. There was about a foot of snow at 
the lake and the heather patches only visible where 
they ended at vertical rocks. We ate lunch in the 
snow by the Blue Lake outlet holding off bold Can-
ada Jays and Townsend’s (?) Chipmunks seeking a 
chip or a nut for their stores. On the Tarn Loop trail, 
the snow was deeper and the trail steeper so we were 
glad to have brought the trail crampons. 

The wind was blowing very hard and I had to as-
sume that any sensible ptarmigan would be hiding 
in a tree well or the sheltering branches of one the 
many alpine firs. So, no ptarmigan, but we did have 
a close encounter with a tree-hopping American 
3-toed Woodpecker. It began to snow pretty hard 
on us on the way down; however, the granite peaks 
of the Liberty Bell range, coupled with the golden 
larches and overall scene had been spectacular.  

Day 2 – Winthrop to Ione

After a nice breakfast (delivered to the cabin) at the 
Chewuch Inn and Cabins in Winthrop, we drove 
across SR 20 from there to Colville and on to Ione 
on Tuesday. En route, we diverted onto forest road 
600, south off SR 20 on the west side of Loup Loup 
Pass. This area has patches of unburned forest sur-
rounded by parts of a massive burn over 10 years 
ago and over the last few years been a great place for 
woodpeckers in the spring and summer (not covered 
in the Birder’s Guide).

We birded a bit in sunshine amid lovely larches and 
aspens but detected few birds. Descending from 
Loup Loup to Okanogan, the downer for the trip 
was the incredible devastation of the west side of the 
Timentwa Plateau by the Cold Spring fire in early 

continued on page 14Blue Lake
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September. We can only dread 
our next trip up there to see 
what’s happened on the top of 
the plateau, around the Cam-
eron Lakes, and over to those 
lonely ranches where people 
have always had their challeng-
es to make a living (and provide 
habitat for some of our favorite 
wintering birds). We had lunch 
at a nice pullout near Sherman 
Pass and took a nice scenic loop 
trail on the east side of the Pass 
(Sherman Pass Overlook; Bird-
er’s Guide pg. 461). We were 
looking hard for crossbills but 
found only chickadees, kinglets, 
juncos, and ravens. Arriving in 
Ione in the late afternoon, we 
were expecting it to be hard to 
find great food here or in near-
by Metaline Falls and indeed, 
found that the only place to get food in the area was 
the 5th Ave. Restaurant and Tavern in Metaline Falls 
(call for takeout) or the grocery stores in each town. 
We’re not sure what’s going on in that area, but the 
only advanced reservations we could get were in the 
small Box Canyon Motel – clean and comfortable, 
right on the river.

Day 3 – Salmo Pass and Mountain

Wednesday morning, as we headed up past Sullivan 
Lake up to Salmo Pass (Birder’s Guide pg. 477), in 
cool (high 20s) sunshine with scattered clouds. We 
saw no cars from the lake to the pass, only tracks of 
moose, snowshoe hare, and another unid’d critter 
(marten or bobcat??) in about an inch of fresh snow. 
The road, as reported to me by Maxine Reid was 
excellent. There was about a foot of snow at the pass 
with hard ruts in old snow from previous vehicles, 
covered with the inch of fresh. Views were remark-
able of the seemingly endless mountains, but limited 
by increasing low clouds that were scattering fresh 
snow over the landscape. With no birds about, we 
headed on to the trailhead parking area.  Before we 
could get out of the car, a jeep sped up behind us and 
it was the Border Patrol!

We had a great conversation with the young officer 
in which, I jokingly urged him to take the challeng-
ing drive to the summit of Salmo to see if it was pos-
sible. He left, and we birded the road and back to the 
pass, getting great looks at a pair of Northern Pygmy 
Owls, two jay spp. and a call ID on a Pine Grosbeak.  
Still no crossbills or the much sought-after Boreal 
Chickadees, along with Spruce Grouse, our primary 
target. When we got back to the Pass, we could see 
the tracks of the Border Patrol guy who had gone up 
the summit road and returned!

Against the better judgement of my spouse, but 
encouraged by the Border Patrol’s example and 
patchy sunshine (despite the 26 degrees), we headed 
up. The road from the pass to the summit of Salmo 
is not to be taken lightly, or perhaps ever, by anyone 
in a 2WD or low-slung vehicle. We made it almost 
to the small plateau just below the summit before the 
slow speeds mandated by the rutting and large rocks 
in the road, combined with the packed snow from 
the BP jeep’s passage caused us to spin on the last 
steep turn. The snow was slick enough that backing 
straight was not possible, and a significant drop-
off made backing the way we were headed, highly 
unpalatable. To my spouse’s credit, she didn’t throw 
up. I got out the shovel (never go birding without 

continued on page 15
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one) and, because it’s only October and the road 
embankment, while snowy was not frozen, I was 
able to dig dirt and gravel to put in the track where 
we wanted to back down, and up hill where we 
wanted to end up. It all worked; we got straightened 
out, backed down onto the dirt, and with a bit more 
speed, made it to the summit for a great lunch spot. 
Snow squalls limited the expanse of the view to the 
Canadian Selkirks, but it was still a fabulous place. 
The only bird seen was a brief glimpse of a juv. 
crossbill which left before I could check wingbars. 
On the way down from the Salmo summit, we did 
finally see a couple of distant Boreal Chickadees, but 
the views were regrettably brief. Farther down, we 
saw grouse tracks, made since we had gone uphill.  
I followed them for at least 400 yards back up hill, 
hoping to track the bird into a hiding place, before I 
gave up as snow was beginning to fall in earnest. We 
again walked from the pass to the trailhead and back 
without finding any more birds. I played the limit-
ed Boreal Owl tooting call on Sibley a time or two, 
hoping to draw a skew call from one of the owls that 
everyone seems to find (or at least hear) here. No 
luck. On the way down from the pass, we had a brief 
roadside look at a small dark grouse that I’m still 
trying to decide if it was a Spruce, which would be a 
state bird for us.

Day 4 – Ione to Spokane

Next morning, we headed south toward Mt. Spokane 
State Park through light snow flurries. We found a 
lovely diversion off US 2 via Big Meadows Road 
and a sequence of roads that winds through rolling 
hills of farmland and  a bit of suburban sprawl, ulti-
mately taking us to SR 206 and the south approach 
to the park (Birder’s Guide pg. 494). Once inside the 
park gate, while ascending along the winding road in 
pines and spruce, we quickly found our target: five 
White-winged Crossbills! We continued up to the 
(unsigned?) large parking lot at the pass and finally 
figured out that the Selkirk Lodge parking lot was 
up to the right. Before we got to that lot, we ran 
into a large group of Red Crossbills in trees along 
the road between the parking lots. Red Crossbills 
seemed to be everywhere and at least half a dozen 
White-winged were also moving among the tree tops 
adjacent to the lot. We did a nice walk on one of the 

XC ski trails (snow free!) from the (closed) lodge 
through a vegetation type unfamiliar to us Cascadian 
folk. An open and interesting combination of Engel-
mann Spruce, Western Redcedar, larch, and firs. It 
looked like great bird habitat but only a Red-breast-
ed Nuthatch could be found in the woods. We did 
have a quick flyby by a Northern Goshawk, though 
(Why have we never had a good, long look, at that 
species? If sitting, they always fly as soon as I get 
the scope on ‘em: if flying, it’s always straight line 
– no circling back for a second look…just asking.)  
After lunch at a view spot by the downhill ski lodge, 
we headed for Spokane, in hopes of seeing one of 
the Blue Jays that have been frequenting the area of 
E. 22 Street and that great Manito Park. Wandering 
the most pleasant neighborhood around East 22nd and 
the surprising diversity of habitats in Manito Park, 
gave us a great appreciation for the quality of life 
available in Spokane, but no sight or sound of Blue 

Jays which continue to be seen daily in the area. Oh 
well….

Day 5 – Spokane to Seattle

I convinced Kathleen to take one more look for the 
Blue Jays. We started at Canon Hill Park, not far 
from Manito, and a fine park in it’s own right. Many 
Wood Ducks on the pond there, with a few Hooded 
Mergansers, but, no Blue Jays. Snow was beginning 
to fall, so we decided to head west. Well that we did 
as, after we left, Spokane had a record snowfall for 
the day.  All in all, a great trip that accomplished the 
goal of making us much more aware of the fascinat-
ing geography, land use patterns, and birding oppor-
tunities in the northeast quadrant of our state.
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“They were in such 
abundance our peo-
ple could use them as 
part of  our diet for 
thousands of  years....”

Andy McCormick
In May 2019 as a volunteer for the Sagebrush Song-
bird Survey in the China Creek Road area of Douglas 
County, I was looking for sagebrush obligates Brewer’s 
and Sagebrush Sparrows and Sage Thrasher. The Greater 
Sage-Grouse was not on our list of expected birds. As 
we walked through waist- and chest-high sagebrush, 
we were startled by a sudden rush of feathers. We had 
flushed two Greater Sage-Grouse. They flew over sev-
eral sage plants showing us their black bellies and then 
dropped safely back into cover. 

This was the only time I have seen Greater Sage-Grouse 
in Washington. I hope it is not the last, but recent fires 
have added to the problems confronting this historic bird 
of the West. In an eight-part podcast series called Grouse 
from BirdNote Presents former NPR reporter Ashley 
Ahearn explores the life of the Greater Sage-Grouse and 
threats to their survival. More people will need to learn 
about and support efforts to protect sage-grouse for them 
thrive into the future. 

THE ICONIC GREATER SAGE-GROUSE

The Greater Sage-Grouse is an iconic bird. It is part of 
the spiritual life of the Indigenous people of the West, 
and probably the most controversial bird of the West. 
Sage-grouse need big open landscapes to survive. They 
roam freely in undisturbed sagebrush, which they use 
all year. They spend harsh winters in the sagebrush and 
begin breeding on open leks in the cold mornings of ear-
ly spring. Despite their hardiness, they will stop using a 
lek if they are disturbed by fencing, noise, cattle grazing, 
pollution from natural gas wells, and structures which 
provide perches for raptors that prey on their nests. 

COMPETING INTERESTS

The eight episodes of the series are built around evoc-
ative interviews with wildlife biologists who study the 
sage-grouse and fires, a rancher in the Methow Valley, a 
Northern Paiute elder, a natural gas industry executive, 
and an environmental activist. As each person brings 
their point of view it soon becomes clear that the bird 
itself is not forefront in the minds of everyone.  

Michael Schroeder, a wildlife biologist with the Wash-
ington Department of Fish & Wildlife (WDFW) has 
researched sage-grouse for over 20 years. He believes 
apathy is the greatest threat to the birds. Sage-grouse 
live away from people and “if people don’t care about 
them, they won’t be around.” 

Wilson Wewa, a Northern Paiute elder, recalls that 
sage-grouse were used as food. “They were in such 

abundance our 
people could 
use them as 
part of our diet 
for thousands 
of years. If they 
don’t have the 
right kind of 
environment, 
they will disap-
pear.”

The rancher Merrill Beeler of Idaho is participating in a 
program that regulates the intensity, timing, and duration 
of grazing in sagebrush. The process helps both cattle and 
the sage environment. Paul Ulrich of Jonah Energy in 
Wyoming loves the land and has adjusted the company’s 
natural gas drilling operation so that he can drill many 
wells from one pad. Despite these adjustments Greater 
Sage-Grouse are still losing ground.

THE FIRE THIS TIME

As average global temperatures rise, droughts are drier 
and longer and sage country has become fuel for larger 
fires. The Labor Day fire in Bridgeport, WA burned for 50 
miles and destroyed 400,000 acres of sagebrush. These 
recent burns create high heat that damages the roots of 
perennial grasses. Restoration from this level of damage 
requires reseeding. If there are not enough plants left in 
the area, humans must intervene to reseed the landscape. 

Fire is a natural part of sage country, but the landscape 
has changed. Invasive cheatgrass is covering increasingly 
larger areas of the sage environment. Cheatgrass is one of 
the Bromus genus of grasses. The cheatgrass burns hotter 
and more frequently than sagebrush and grows back 
faster. 

ESA LISTING IS PROBABLY COMING

In 2010 the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) deter-
mined that the Greater-Sage-Grouse warranted protection 
under the Endangered Species Act (ESA) because of 
continued loss of sagebrush habitat. However, private 
landowners and others wanted to avoid listing, and feder-
al and state agencies and some environmental organiza-
tions wanted to avoid long legal battles. The Environmen-
tal Protection Agency involved 11 states, several federal 
agencies, and 1,100 private property owners to reach 
the historic 2015 compromise to preserve the Greater 
Sage-Grouse. The result was an agreement to protect 90 
percent of the 173 million acres of sage-grouse habitat 
and avert listing under the ESA. 

In a Time of Peril for Greater Sage-Grouse, 
Hope and Courage are Needed
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However, in 2016 the FWS overruled the compromise 
and allowed the Bureau of Land Management to sell oil 
and natural gas leases in sagebrush habitat. In 2018, the 
National Audubon Society, the Wilderness Society, Mon-
tana Wildlife Federation, and National Wildlife Federa-
tion led by Earthjustice sued the Trump Administration 
and won a stay of the rollbacks in sage-grouse protection. 
Today, the 2015 agreements are still in place, but there 
are now 44 percent fewer sage-grouse in the West.

                                                  Dan Streiffert  photo

COURAGE AND HOPE

Eric Movar, director of the Western Watersheds Project, 
never liked the compromise because it did not put the 
Greater Sage-Grouse first in the mix. He believes that the 
litigation that his and other organizations has brought to 
bear has done more to protect sage-grouse than anything 
else has. He may be correct, and others are beginning to 
line up with him. Citing a lack of protection under the 
2015 compromise the American Bird Conservancy has 
already called for listing sage-grouse under the ESA. Na-
tional Audubon predicts that listing will happen. WDFW 

is submitting a recommendation to uplist the status of the 
Greater Sage-Grouse from threatened to endangered in 
Washington state. 

Michael Schroeder believes there is hope because the 
Greater Sage-Grouse is part of our Western heritage and 
as more people learn about it, they will want to protect it. 
Continued education of the public is an important compo-
nent of what he sees is needed. Wilson Wewa tells a story 
of a grieving woman who learns from the sage-grouse 
and brings this knowledge back to her people. He says we 
need to move beyond our grief and recognize that we can 
learn from nature.Ashley Ahearn thinks we need “The 
courage to keep loving the hell outta something, even if 
we know we may not be able to save it.” Hopefully, we 
can find the courage to preserve this amazing bird. 

RESOURCES

The Grouse podcast is available at https://www.birdnote.
org/birdnote-presents.

The Audubon Sagelands webinar Protecting Birds and 
the Places They Need features WOS board member and 
WDFW Commissioner Kim Thorburn, Michael Schro-
eder, Trina Baird of Audubon Washington, and Dave 
Showalter, photographer and author of Sage Spirit. 

              Sage-Grouse
 Uplisting Comment Period 
This month (December 2020) marks the end of the 
90-day public comment period for the proposed 
uplisting of the Greater Sage-Grouse to endan-
gered status in Washington state. To download a 
copy of the 28-page uplisting proposal, go to: 
https://wdfw.wa.gov/publications/02173 
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The Closure of Magical Neah Bay –  
Yet Another Impact of the Pandemic
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Blair Bernson

For thousands of years the Makah have lived at the northwestern-most point 
of what is now the state of Washington and the contiguous United States. What today 
is Neah Bay was historically known to the Makah as “Deah”, one of their five villages. 
In the Salish language, the name “Makah” means “generous with food.”  Maybe for 
birders, “Makah” should also mean “generous with birds” not just for the many species 
to be seen on a regular basis, but certainly at least in the last decade, for the incredible 
rarities that have been observed, especially in the Fall.

On March 13 this year, the Makah Tribal Council responded to the COVID-19 crisis 
with a Public Announcement that included the following: “Effective, Monday March 
16, 2020 and until further notice, businesses and properties owned by the Makah Tribe 
will be limiting or closing public access.” That closure has remained in place since.

In one way or another, the COVID-19 Pandemic has affected everyone on our planet 
changing life and possibilities for all, and for some bringing horrible illness and even 
death.  As with all other activities, birding has been greatly impacted with both
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voluntary and involuntary constraints on travel and 
access being but one part of the changes we have 
faced. 

It is now November and perhaps this month more 
than any other has been a time that I have made the 
trek to Neah Bay to partake of its avian richness, 
to chase rarities most often with friends. I miss the 
place, the birds and birding with those friends as we 
all do in varying ways. The purpose of this article is 
not to bemoan what has been lost from my birding 
life, as there have been so many far greater and 
far sadder losses by so many others. Rather it is to 
remind myself and others of just how extraordinary 
Neah Bay is and how fortunate that it will still be 
there waiting for us when we beat this virus and find 
a path to normalcy.

Over the past 10 years, Ebird shows that 469 
species have been reported in Washington state, 
366 species have been reported in Clallam County 
and 321 species have been reported in the greater 
Neah Bay area. During that period, I have made 30 
trips to Neah Bay. Of the nearly 250 species I have 
seen in Clallam County, 90% have been seen in or 
around Neah Bay. Those are all decent numbers and 
they alone make a visit to Neah Bay worthwhile, 
but without question it is the special birds and the 
rarities that make Neah Bay stand out. The list is 
long, diverse and just might make Neah Bay one of 
the best places in the U.S. for rare birds.

I think of four categories of species at Neah Bay: (1) 
the ones regularly and commonly seen, (2) the ones 
that are commonly seen but for which Neah Bay is 
one of the better places in the state to find them, (3) 
ones that are rare for Washington although they may 
be common in their usual haunts in other states and 
(4) the ones that are rare anywhere. Neah Bay has 
great birds in each group.

Group 1:  If a visit is at the right time of the year 
one could normally expect to see species like Pacific 
Wren, Rhinoceros Auklet, two or three species 

of Scoter, Peregrine Falcon, maybe three species 
each of Loons and Grebes, several species each of 
sparrows and warblers, several shorebirds, many 
duck species, and many others.  It is not difficult to 
find 50 species in a day and if a high species count 
was the aim many more would be possible.  None of 
these are unusual for Washington but visitors from 
elsewhere would find the list attractive.

Group 2:  Neah Bay is an especially good place 
to find species like Black Oystercatcher, Tufted 
Puffin (Cape Flattery Overlook), Sooty Grouse 
(Bahokas Peak), and Long-Tailed and Harlequin 
Ducks (in the Harbor). Snow Buntings and 
Lapland Longspurs are not found on every trip but 
in the Fall can sometimes be found at waters edge 
and particularly along the jetty.  Neah Bay is as 
good as just about anywhere for Pacific, Common 

and Red-Throated Loons, several Alcid species 
and all of the Washington Cormorants, Scoters 
and Grebes, even the much rarer Clark’s Grebes.  
Additionally, more than a dozen species of gulls and 
terns have been seen in the harbor or along the ocean 
beaches. Eight species of owls have been reported as 
well as 19 sparrows and an incredible 22 warblers.

Group 3:  Now it starts to get really interesting as 
species in this group get adrenalin going and chases 
started every year. Some are seen almost annually

“Let’s hope that birding with friends, especially at 
magical places like Neah Bay will be possible again 
soon. Until then let’s be vigilant.”



while others have been seen only once or twice. These are species that can be readily seen in other areas of 
the country but many are very rare for the rest of Washington. I expect I am missing some, but how is this for 
a list:  

Blue-Gray Gnatcatcher, Harris’s, Swamp, Clay-Colored and Field Sparrows, Hooded, Prothonotary, 
Black and White, Blackpoll, Palm, Blackburnian, Chestnut-Sided and Tennessee Warblers, Buff-
Breasted, Rock and Upland Sandpipers, Ruff, Orchard and Hooded Orioles, Indigo and Painted 
Buntings, Blue and Rose-Breasted Grosbeaks, White-Winged Dove, Tropical Kingbird, Red Phalarope, 
Painted Redstart, Dusky Capped and Ash-Throated Flycatchers, Red-Shouldered, Zone Tailed and 
Broad-Tailed Hawks, Cattle Egret, Dickcissel, Summer Tanager, Arctic and Elegant Terns, Sabine’s 
and Iceland Gulls, Buller’s, Sooty, Short-Tailed and Pink-Footed Shearwaters, Black-Footed Albatross, 
Leach’s and Fork-Tailed Storm Petrels, Wandering Tattler, Snowy Owl, Black-Legged Kittiwake, and 
Sage Thrasher. That is a group of 50 truly special species.  

For many species on this list, the reports from Neah Bay are either the only ones for Washington or among 
fewer than a dozen such reports. 

Palm Warblers, Black-Legged Kittiwakes, Swamp Sparrows and Tropical Kingbirds are seen in Neah 
Bay annually and Blue-Gray Gnatcatchers have been seen in each of the past 6 years.  Some of the others 
have been seen several times while for others it has been once only.

One of the things that I find most interesting is that four species - Painted Redstart, Dusky-Capped 
Flycatcher, Lucy’s Warbler and Zone-Tailed Hawk – would generally be found in Southeast Arizona.  
Washington birders would love to have these birds on their state lists and many would be chased right away.  
(11 of the 50 were new state birds for me and 6 more that I did not see would have been.)

Continued on next page
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Group 4:  These are the truly rare birds, the kind that make it onto the ABA Area Rare Bird Alert and when 
I see such reports get me to exercise my Rule 1 for a chase – “Go Now” because they may not stick around:  
Little Stint, Rustic Bunting, Eurasian Skylark, Eurasian Hobby, Red-Legged Kittiwake, Horned Puffin, 
Little Gull, Arctic and Yellow-Billed Loons, Slaty-Backed Gull and Brambling.  I have been fortunate 
to have seen six of them in Neah Bay and all but the Little Stint elsewhere. The Eurasian Hobby was first 
found on October 26, 2014 and is the rarest of these rarities. It brought birders from all over Washington and 
some from outside of the state.

So, what explains this incredible show of special and truly rare birds, certainly the greatest such collection 
anywhere in Washington and probably for real rarities, comparable to or better than any single area of similar 
size anywhere in the United States? I can think of at least three such factors.  

The first is simply the geography itself. Neah Bay is the first or last piece of land reached by birds at the 
Northwest corner of the nation. It is on the entrance to the Straits of San Juan Fuca and is the northernmost 

point on the Pacific Ocean Coast south of Alaska. The Wa’atch River flows in from the ocean and creates a 
small valley. Bahokas Peak rises to 1,381 feet, and there is a protected bay, a great breakwater and lots of 
shoreline.

The next factor is related to the “Patagonia Rest Area Effect.” The Patagonia Rest Area is a legendary birding 
hotspot in Southeast Arizona. It probably first got on the birding map as a great place to find Thick-Billed 
Kingbirds. As more and more birders visited to see this species, they found more and more species in the 
area with one good report leading to further activity and further reports and so on. The Ebird list for this 
hotspot is now at 222 species. The same “add-on” effect applies to Neah Bay where each great report led to 
more and more birders visiting. A big difference comparing Neah Bay and the Patagonia Rest Area, however, 
is that every bird at the Rest Area is fairly common nearby whereas there are so many rarities in Neah Bay.

And the third factor is a variation of he second. Not only are there many and increasing numbers of birders 
who visit Neah Bay, but due to its remoteness and the effort to get there from Washington’s major population 
centers, a significant number of them are experienced and highly skilled and often remain for more than a 
single day. The most important aspect of this is that Neah Bay has become a regular meeting spot for the 
Washington Bird Records Committee. This is not the place to rank Washington birders, but the members 
of this group are exceptional by any standard and would be high or at the top of any such ranking. They 
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are responsible for many of the first or even only sightings of many of the species listed in Group 3 and 4.  
Fortunately they openly and quickly report their observations which spur others to make the journey with 
fingers crossed and binoculars, scopes and cameras ready.

There is no doubt as to the unique quality of Neah Bay as a birding wonderland in Washington. The species 
list is incredible and in this year of COVID restrictions, there has been no opportunity to find any of them or 
to search for new species. Equally or more importantly, however, as I related at the beginning of this already 
too long piece, for many of us it has been the loss of birding time and discoveries with friends that have been 
missed the most.

For me this has been another great loss with the closure of Neah Bay as I have had so many great times there 
with birding pals. I close with just one such example taken in part from one of my many blog posts about 
trips to Neah Bay – “The Two Minute Drill” which took place on November 6, 2016.

“As of 1:35, we had frankly not seen very much. Not only no Prothonotary Warbler – no warbler at all and 
not much of anything else of note.  We had no consolation prize birds and we wondered if the long trip was 
going to go unrewarded. Then somehow from the back of the car, Ann Marie Wood had seen something that 
looked – different. We got on the bird quickly and Eureka!  She had spied the Orchard Oriole. We got out of 
the car, snapped a couple of photos it as it flew from building to building, yard to yard, and branch to branch 
for two blocks.

And now there was more. A Tropical Kingbird flew onto a wire just above us as we were watching 
the Oriole. A second consolation prize – just seconds after the first. Wow! Another photo. Our spirits were 
definitely improved. There was more to come.  The Orchard Oriole had brought us to the location where the 
Harris’s Sparrow had been seen earlier in the week.  We had been there before and seen nothing, but Steve 
Pink noticed that now a number of Golden-Crowned Sparrows were on the ground and in the bushes, so 
we searched for the Harris’s Sparrow. No go but in a bramble behind the building, I saw a small grayish 
bird flit about. I was able to get a good view and screamed out that we had a Blue-Gray Gnatcatcher. Brian 
Pendleton and I had had one six days earlier in the area by the Seawatch where the Prothonotary had been 
found. John Gatchet had one or possibly two there earlier in the day. This was almost a mile away. There had 
to be more than one in Neah Bay. It flitted about but gave us super looks. 

In just under two minutes, we had gone from nothing exciting to three really good birds; this was a rally of 
note. And just as the two-minute clock was running out, we had another big play. Steve asked “What’s this?” 
as a little bird flew in on the ground next to the sparrows just as the Gnatcatcher flew off. It was a Palm 
Warbler. It fed on the ground, posed briefly, and then returned to the ground for a few more looks before 
disappearing. 

We agreed that it had been the most exciting and surprise-packed two minutes we had ever had in our many, 
many years of birding. We felt like we had now definitely won the game and there were high fives all around. 
We would have traded all of it for a single Prothonotary Warbler but not for much else.

Let’s hope that birding with friends, especially at magical places like Neah Bay will be possible again soon.  
Until then let’s be vigilant, stay safe and enjoy our many memories of birds common and rare and many good 
friends in our wonderful birding community.

The Closure of Magical Neah Bay (cont.)
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