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INTRODUCTION
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The rocky shore from Yachats to Cape Perpetua has many wildlife watching sites.

Ahh, another day in paradise. If you’ve lived in the Pacific Northwest for long you’ve probably figured out that you reside in one of the greatest places on Earth. Yet, like urbanites in any developed country, we Northwesterners spend so much of our time in environments of our own creation and on schedules of our own design that we are out of touch with the natural world and its rhythms. Many people feel this isolation and seek a greater understanding and a greater connection with nature. Interest in outdoor activities, wildlife, and environmental issues is high in the Northwest with a disproportionately large number of people in the region belonging to conservation and natural history organizations, compared with the rest of North America. Over the years names such as Cascadia or Ecotopia have been used to emphasize our regional identity.

This book will help you have outstanding experiences in the natural world. Most of these experiences involve observing native animals in their natural habitats. However, some are about plants, and a few deal with physical elements of the earth. I hope that by using this book you will have outdoor adventures that leave you feeling revitalized and inspired, with a renewed sense of wonder and appreciation for nature. You may even have some experiences that can best be described as spiritual. Ultimately, I hope that those who use this book are moved to do all they can to protect our planet and its awesome diversity of living things.

This book covers all of Oregon and Washington and the part of British Columbia within 150 miles of Victoria. Although this southwestern section represents a small part of the vast province of British Columbia, it includes some of the richest wildlife habitats and the majority of the province’s human population. Southwestern BC was also included because many of its residents regularly visit Oregon and Washington and, conversely, Victoria and Vancouver are extremely popular destinations for Oregonians and Washingtonians. In addition, the inclusion of southwestern BC makes sense biologically, and the plants and animals certainly don’t recognize any political boundaries. Throughout this book “our region” means Oregon, Washington, and southwestern BC, and “we” means residents of our region.

Since timing is so important in nature, this book takes you through the year month by month and for each month describes four main wildlife attractions or natural events that are exceptional during that month. The first part of these chapters gives you background information on the chapter’s topic to increase your understanding, appreciation, and enjoyment of the event. This is followed by detailed directions to specific places or Best Bets throughout the region. Each month also has some Nature Nuggets, briefer mentions of other natural happenings, and an additional section—a closer look—about a general topic pertinent to that month. A list of abbreviations used in the book and US-to-metric conversion tables appear at the end of this introduction.

Although many animal activities and natural events do occur with surprising regularity, wildlife and nature are unpredictable. While I can’t guarantee you’ll see a particular animal in a particular place, if you follow the suggestions in this guide and use good wildlife-watching techniques, your chances will be very good. Be prepared to miss some of the things that you have gone to see, and just relax and enjoy your time in that place. Be patient, flexible, and observant, and you will probably see things that you did not expect. Keep in mind that change is fundamental to the natural world as well as to our human contrivances. Areas may change because of natural processes or human intervention; roads and signs may be different than when this book went to print. Make each trip an adventure.

I chose these sites not only because they are fairly predictable for viewing wildlife, but also because they are great places to visit in general. Most of the sites are very scenic, and many have some historical and cultural features. Some places are good for seeing certain animals, gulls at a sewage plant for example, but you would probably not go to them for any reason other than to see that animal. These places are not included. Why go to a yucky place when you can go to more scenic places to see the same thing? Site selection in this book is for the overall experience and not just one specific target animal. Different habitats and areas of the Northwest are represented, so you will become familiar with the broad landscape of our region as you use this book.

The Salish Sea

One of the largest physical features in our part of the world is the vast, complex, inland sea consisting of Puget Sound, the Strait of Georgia, the Strait of Juan de Fuca, and the numerous other interconnected inlets, channels, passages, straits, and bays. Unfortunately, this ecosystem has no common name, making it very wordy and awkward to refer to in its entirety. Phrases such as “Puget Sound and adjacent waters,” although used, certainly don’t help much. Confusion even exists about the exact boundaries of Puget Sound itself. It would be great to have a good, simple name, perhaps with some meaning, that could be used for the whole “greater Puget Sound and adjacent waters super-estuary ecosystem.” An interesting tidbit: Canadian publications usually call it Juan de Fuca Strait, whereas American publications call it Strait of Juan de Fuca.

Were there names for this ecosystem before the Europeans came? Some authors state that the original Native American name for this inland sea was Whulge or Whulch. Most authorities believe these names referred to only a specific bay or channel, and the first human inhabitants did not have one name for the whole sea. This makes sense because they certainly didn’t have any maps showing the whole thing or nice photos from space. There do not seem to be any advocates for establishing the name Whulge. However, a name that has been gathering support since the 1990s is Salish Sea. The majority of Native Americans living adjacent to these waters belonged to the linguistic group called the Coast Salish. Salish is the native word many of these people called themselves. It is not a derogatory English or Spanish name made up by Europeans. Since I first became aware of this term in 1992, I have noticed it being used more and more, often by people involved in environmental education or natural history. I have used the term Salish Sea throughout this book.

Wildlife-Watching Secrets

You may be in the right place at the right time, but unless you know some basic techniques for finding and watching wild animals, you may be out of luck. Mammals, especially, are usually hard to see. Even some birds, the most conspicuous type of wildlife, will be sometimes difficult to find. Here are some tips gathered from naturalists, wildlife photographers, and hunters.

BE INVISIBLE

The most important technique is to make yourself “not there.” We call this “the routine of invisibility” in our park programs. Animals know humans are around because they hear and see us. It is not as common for an animal to actually smell people before it sees or hears them, but that is another way mammals can tell we are present. We can’t do much about our smell, but we can reduce our movement and sound.

What an animal does when it notices we are coming varies. Because birds can fly and we are not good at jumping into the air and grabbing them, many birds in trees or flying overhead don’t react much to people not directly threatening them. This is one reason why birdwatching is so popular; you can actually see birds easily. Mammals, on the other hand, “disappear” before we even know they are there. They may hide or slowly slip away. Often mammals hide by “freezing,” and because their coloring blends so well with their habitat, people walk right by them. Mammals will usually run away only as a last ditch escape, and when they are moving is when we notice them most easily.

To see mammals, and more birds, reptiles, and amphibians, we need to be quiet and still. The goal is to see or hear the animal before it sees or hears you—at least to see the animal when it freezes and before it leaves. You are playing a different kind of freeze tag, one without touching. In our programs we call our quiet walk “the fox walk,” and we listen with “deer ears.” Sometime when you are in a park with trails, sit or stand quietly by a trail and try to notice other hikers coming before you can see them. How far in advance did you know the hikers were coming before they noticed you? It is easy to understand how animals can avoid being seen by people.

Our outings are usually social events and, regardless of good intentions, more people mean more noise. A general rule: the smaller the group, the better the wildlife watching. Of course, if a family is on vacation the parents are not going to leave the kids in the motel so they can go see bighorn sheep. It isn’t often that we change our social outings for wildlife watching, so it is more realistic to think about generating enthusiasm for the fun of becoming sneaky explorers stalking wild animals. Everyone should try to make themselves the smallest, stillest, quietest, most uninteresting blob they can. Then everyone turns their senses on “max.”

TIME OF DAY

Dawn and dusk are usually the best times to see animals because this is when many of them are active (they are crepuscular). This also is about the only time you can see nocturnal animals. Unless you are looking for basking reptiles and insects, the middle of a warm, sunny day is generally not a good time to see wildlife. However, a warm sunny day in the spring is ideal for wildflowers, butterflies, and some birds. The time of year, of course, is very important, and that is what this book is all about.

HABITAT AND HABITS

Know the habitat of the animals you seek; that is, know what animals live in the habitat you are visiting. Each species is usually found in its preferred habitat, so knowing that habitat allows you to concentrate your efforts in the right place. Some habitats are harder to tell apart than others, but the more experience you have, the more you will become “habitat aware.”

The animal’s behaviors are important for knowing where and when to look. If you have found some trees recently cut down by beaver, come back with a big flashlight before sunset, hide where you can see the area, then wait and watch for the critter. Find out as much as you can about the animal you want to see. Where does it nest or roost? What does it eat? When does it look for food? What noises does it make? Learning about animal tracks and signs can be extremely helpful. If you know an animal is using a particular path regularly, that’s the place to hide and watch. Knowing the habits and habitat of an animal can also help with identification.

YOUR CAR IS YOUR BLIND

As incongruous as it may seem, cars make excellent wildlife observation blinds. Many animals are not frightened by the shape of a car but quickly flee when they see the silhouette of a standing human. Car blinds work especially well when driving the roads in a typical national wildlife refuge. Some refuges have created auto tour routes and use wonderfully funny signs to tell you to stay in your car while driving on the route. The auto tour route at Ridgefield National Wildlife Refuge is an excellent example, providing great wildlife viewing while reducing disturbance to the animals. In some situations, such as when watching sage-grouse, getting out of your car will frighten away the animals.

Wildlife-Watching Etiquette

It is important to be an ethical wildlife watcher and not harm or harass the very animals we enjoy seeing. If you can tell you are affecting an animal’s behavior, back off—you’re getting too close. Ideally, you should not alarm an animal so much that it flees. Nests are especially sensitive; please stay away from any known or suspected nesting areas.

Do not try to pet or handle a wild animal unless you know that neither you nor the animal can be hurt, such as touching a sea star in a tidepool or picking up a sow bug. If in doubt—hands off. Do not feed wildlife except in unharmful situations, such as feeding seeds to backyard birds or providing suet at a feeder. In particular, do not feed human food to mammals, especially in parks that specifically ask visitors not to, despite the powerful temptation and poor examples of others. This rule is for your own safety as well as for the animal’s welfare. Every year people are injured, some even killed, as a result of deer being fed in parks.

Please respect private property and do not trespass. The sites in this book are on public land or on private land where visitation is allowed or invited. When on public land please follow all appropriate rules and regulations and leave every place you visit cleaner than when you found it. Stay on roads and trails designated for public use, and be aware that many national wildlife refuges have some areas with seasonal closures.

More Helpful Advice

Don’t hesitate to ask others for advice or help. If you see someone prowling around headquarters at Malheur National Wildlife Refuge with binoculars, they probably will be delighted to tell you about what they have seen. Ask the staff at national parks, state or provincial parks, national forests, and wildlife refuges about good wildlife-watching opportunities—you might get a hot, new viewing tip.

BOOKS AND MAPS

Your trusty field guides are a major part of a naturalist’s equipment. I have provided a comprehensive bibliography of the most useful Northwest natural history field guides, along with comments, at the end of the book. Field guides are essential for identification unless you are lucky enough to be accompanied by someone who knows the local flora and fauna. Being with an expert or near-expert is one advantage of going on guided nature walks in parks or on organized field trips with an Audubon Society or, in Canada, with a field naturalists club (suggestions for finding these are in Resources).

The DeLorme atlases for each state have become almost de rigueur among US naturalists and agency personnel. These are excellent maps for areas outside of cities and are invaluable for finding the sites in Oregon and Washington. An atlas for British Columbia that is not as detailed but is very useful and identifies many wildlife viewing sites is Southwestern British Columbia Recreational Atlas, published by PTC Phototype Composing Ltd. of Victoria in conjunction with BC Environment. It is sometimes hard to find good maps of BC in the States. I have found Davenport Maps (Custom Drafting, Ltd.) and the BCAA maps (Canadian Cartographics, Ltd.) to be excellent.

FEES

The Northwest Forest Pass is now required for parking in many areas in most of the national forests in Oregon and Washington. Washington requires an annual Vehicle Use Permit decal to park in any of the state wildlife areas. Purchase your pass in advance—wherever hunting and fishing licenses are sold and at other places listed on Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife’s Web site—because they are not available at the sites where they are required. Some national wildlife refuges now have an entrance or parking fee. These fee systems may change, so check the current situation when planning trips to state, provincial, or federal lands. The America the Beautiful recreation pass became available in the United States in January 2007. This annual pass covers entrance and standard amenity fees at all national parks and monuments, national forests, wildlife refuges, Bureau of Land Management sites, and others. These state and federal passes probably will change in coming years so be sure to check before planning trips.

Both Oregon and Washington have a state Sno-Park program whereby the state plows and maintains many parking areas that provide access to winter recreation throughout the state. To park in these areas you must display a current Sno-Park permit. Permits are available for the day or the season. Each state honors the Sno-Park permit from the other state (even Idaho), but your permit must match the state of your license plate. Sno-Park permits are available at sporting goods stores, downhill ski areas, and in many stores on mountain roads. In Washington they are also available online and at state parks listed on the Internet. In Oregon they are for sale, in addition to the retail outlets, at any DMV office.

PERSONAL SAFETY

Using this book will result in traveling during different times of the year, so take the normal precautions for extended travel and for being outside a lot. Many of the sites described in this book are in remote, rural country—be well prepared for travel in these areas. This includes proper clothing (always assume the weather will change for the worse in the Northwest), food and water, first aid kit, and auto safety equipment. Although an excellent time for wildlife viewing, winter travel is potentially hazardous to the traveler. All sites in this book are normally accessible by regular passenger car (or on foot), but mention is made of some roads where high clearance is desirable. In warm months always have insect repellent with you; northwestern mosquitoes can hold their own against Alaskan brutes any time.

Wildlife watchers need to be aware of hunting seasons, both for personal safety and for the best viewing opportunities. Hunting seasons generally take place between September and January but vary from place to place, species to species, and year to year. Hunting takes place on about half of all US national wildlife refuges. It is worth a little research to avoid hunting days. Hunting regulations and schedules are usually available in sporting goods stores by August, and are also available on the Internet.

Abbreviations

Here are the abbreviations (US unless otherwise indicated) used throughout the book:
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Common conversions

Those of you who frequently travel between the US and Canada are probably accustomed to converting units of measure and may have your own tricks. This table is for making approximate conversions from US units to Canadian (metric) units.

APPROXIMATE CONVERSIONS
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APPROXIMATE TEMPERATURE EQUIVALENTS
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ABOUT BINOCULARS

Binoculars are the most important piece of equipment for wildlife watching, in addition to the right clothing. Although they are fairly common, I have learned after 30 years of leading nature programs and teaching classes that many people who own binoculars don’t know how to use them correctly. Some people are flabbergasted to learn that there actually is anything to learn about using binoculars. I regularly have people tell me they can’t see anything through binoculars only to have them gasp in amazement when they are shown how to do it correctly. I have, therefore, been going over the four steps for adjusting binoculars before every program for over a decade. Some experienced birders pooh-pooh my doing this, but every time I do at least one person says something like, “Oh my goodness, I can’t believe it. I’ve never seen this before.”

How to Use Binoculars

To get the most out of your binoculars, you need to know how to adjust them properly. Here are instructions for making these adjustments, including the tricky adjustable eyepiece. Because binoculars need to be adjusted for each person, sharing binoculars is usually not practical.

EYECUPS

Modern binoculars have soft rubber eyecups on the eyepieces that fold down to adjust for eyeglasses. If you use binoculars with your glasses on, fold the eyecups down so the end of the eyepiece is as flat as possible. Put the flat eyepiece right on the lens of your glasses when using the binoculars. If you aren’t wearing glasses, leave the eyecups extended. Some binoculars have eyecups that screw in to get flat for glasses.

THE HINGE

The two halves of the binoculars are joined together in the center with a hinge so you can set them the right distance apart for your eyes. While looking through the binoculars, move the two sides in and out until you have one large, clear, circular field of view. If you get dark patches or crescents in the center or on the sides, they are too close together or too far apart. You will never see two circles as in cartoons. Keep fiddling with them until you get the best field of view, and don’t be afraid to keep adjusting them throughout the day.

THE CENTRAL FOCUS

Hold the binoculars in both hands and use a big finger to turn the wheel in the center—the central focus. To get the sharpest, clearest image you can, turn the wheel back and forth every time you look at something new. However, your eyes are probably not exactly the same, and you’ll need to make one more adjustment to see as well as you can with your binoculars.

THE ADJUSTABLE EYEPIECE

This is the most confusing thing about using binoculars. It is almost never explained on birdwatching or other nature walks and is poorly explained in the instructions that come with binoculars (yes, there were some).

When you use the central focus, you focus the two sides of the binoculars at the same time. Your eyes, however, are probably not identical—you’ll need to use the adjustable eyepiece, the one that turns, to adjust your binoculars so that both eyes are in focus at the same time. On most binoculars the right eyepiece is the adjustable eyepiece; I’ve written these directions with that assumption. On the underside of this eyepiece is a scale marked +, 0, − and a reference mark on the binoculars’ frame next to the scale. Find the adjustable eyepiece and turn it. Find the scale on the underside and set it at 0.

Pick something, like a sign, that is 50 to 200 yards away and sharp and clear to look at.

Make the other adjustments and focus on the sign with the central focus as best as you can.

Close your right eye and use the central focus to get the left eye’s image as sharp as possible. You are looking through only the left side of your binoculars. “Left eye—central focus.”

When the left eye image is sharp, close your left eye and open your right eye. Don’t touch the central focus. You are now looking through only the right side of your binoculars. Turn the adjustable eyepiece back and forth with your right hand until you get the sharpest image you can in your right eye. You are matching your right eye to the left eye. “Right eye—right eyepiece.”

After you get the right eye sharp, open your left eye and the object should be in sharp focus in both eyes. To check, focus on something else with the central focus, and then alternate looking with one eye and then the other. The image should be identical and in focus in both eyes. Sometimes you just have to fiddle a bit with the central focus and the adjustable eyepiece until you get them right. The point is that every time you focus with the central focus, both of your eyes are in the same sharp focus.

When you have the adjustable eyepiece in the correct position, look at the scale and remember that setting. This is your basic setting for those binoculars—always start there. Many people find that their eyes change from time to time, so don’t hesitate to keep fiddling with it to get the best image you can. Remember: Left eye—central focus, then right eye—right eyepiece.

To ease discomfort from the binocular strap, always put it behind any collars or hoods on your shirts and jackets. You can also buy wide, soft straps that are much more comfortable than what usually comes with binoculars at camera stores. If straps bother you, you can find alternative strap setups at stores that specialize in binoculars or at online dealers. Be sure to get cleaning supplies for the lenses and use them. A nice pair of binoculars will open up a new world to you; you can also take them to sporting events and concerts.

Buying Binoculars

Good binoculars are now available at a lower cost than 10 years ago, but cost and quality are related. The big difference today is that many mid-priced binoculars have excellent quality, but are not outrageously expensive. More important than cost, however, is having the right kind and knowing how to use them.

All binoculars have two numbers, such as 7 × 35, 8 × 40, or 7 × 26. The first number is the magnification; the second number is the diameter of the objective lens (the big lens) in millimeters. The magnification (power) determines how large the image appears, and the size of the objective lens determines how much light gets to your eye. Contrary to prevailing attitudes and some sales pitches, more power is not better.

Here are my tips for buying binoculars:

• Never buy any kind of zoom binoculars or so-called focus-free binoculars.

• Don’t buy binoculars over 8 power unless you’re experienced and know you can use and need 10 power. Do not get binoculars over 10 power.

• Don’t buy any binoculars under $60.

• Don’t buy any binoculars you haven’t looked through and tested.

• Binoculars made by well-known camera and optics companies are the safest bet. Examples in the moderate price range: Bushnell, Nikon, Pentax, Canon, Fuji, and Eagle Optics.

• I recommend full-sized binoculars, not compacts. The second number will be larger than 30 on full-sized binoculars; that is, 7 × 35, 8 × 40. Full-sized binoculars let in more light, giving the best image. Compacts should not be over 8 power (6 or 7 is better) and should be at least 25 mm.

• I recommend 8 × 40 or 8 × 42 binoculars. Other good models: 7 × 35 or 8 × 36. It’s possible to get decent 7 and 8 power binoculars in the $70 to $150 range. Many excellent binoculars are available for under $350. When choosing between binoculars by the major brands in the $200 to $350 range, personal preference will be the major factor. A number of waterproof binoculars are now available at lower cost. Waterproof binoculars tend to be more rugged and, given our Northwest weather, are a good choice. Shop around and try different ones at stores with knowledgeable staff.

In general, children under the age of six are not able to use binoculars, and toy binoculars are useless. Make little-kid binoculars out of toilet paper tubes covered with black duct tape and then taped together. Add a black shoelace for the strap. Cool.


JANUARY
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Trumpeter swans near Willapa Bay

WINTERING RAPTORS

When most people think of winter, images of bare trees, snowy lifeless landscapes, and a pervading stillness come to mind. Many are surprised to find that the dead of winter is actually the liveliest time of the year for some kinds of wildlife. At least, that’s the case in the Pacific Northwest, where our winters are mild because of the moderating influence of the Pacific Ocean. We do have our cold spells, especially east of the Cascades, but by and large we are downright balmy compared to the Midwest or certainly compared to the Arctic tundra. It was hard for me to get used to this idea when I first moved here from warmer climates, but for many animals this is the south to which they come for the winter.

Two major groups of birds that are more numerous and conspicuous in the winter are waterfowl and raptors. Waterfowl are the subject of several other chapters; here we will discuss wintering raptors. Raptor is synonymous with bird of prey, which has a precise meaning to biologists, naturalists, and birders. Birds of prey are predators—they eat other animals for their food. But not all birds that are predators are birds of prey, a confusing state of affairs. Examples of predators include loons, pelicans, shrikes, and the many bug-eating birds. Yet none of these is ever considered a bird of prey. To be a bird of prey a bird must be a member of either one of these orders or groups of birds: the owls or the hawks.

The owls are a very homogeneous group; all owls are called owls and look unmistakably like owls, a very distinctive look indeed. The hawk order, however, is much more diverse (and confusing) and includes birds called hawks, eagles, falcons, kites, and harriers, as well as a few others. Vultures had been considered raptors for decades, but the results of recent genetic research has reclassified them as (are you ready?) storks. Well, they are not really storks, of course—they are their own family—but their closest relatives are storks and ibis. However, birders usually still include vultures when discussing raptor identification because vultures look so similar to eagles. While most people can tell a vulture from an ibis, distinguishing a turkey vulture from a golden eagle or dark red-tailed hawk can be a problem. This shocking reclassification applies to only the New World Vultures, “our” vultures living in the Americas. The Old World Vultures are still classified as raptors in the large hawk order.

Birds of prey are easily recognized by their talons—big claws for catching and killing prey—and their distinctive hooked, sharp beaks, which they use for tearing their prey apart. Despite the similarities between owls and hawks, these two groups of birds are not closely related. They have evolved independently to have the same adaptations because they do the same thing, not because one group has inherited characteristics from the other. Owls and hawks are an excellent example of what is called convergent evolution. They are two unrelated types of animals converging on a similar body style and set of adaptations because of similar lifestyles and selective pressures.

Most birds of prey eat rodents and play an important ecological role in helping regulate the numbers of these prolific mammals. Until recently, this clear benefit to humans went ignored, and these birds were relentlessly persecuted by people who saw them as vicious killers competing for game or threatening their domestic animals. Fortunately, raptors are heavily protected today by state and federal laws, and there has been a dramatic increase in the enforcement of these laws.

Fourteen species of owls and 18 species of hawks regularly occur in our region. Of these, four species are almost never seen except during the winter: the rough-legged hawk, the merlin, the gyrfalcon, and the snowy owl. The rough-legged hawk and merlin may arrive fairly early in the fall and stay late into spring. A few merlin even stay and nest. But the gyrfalcon and snowy owl are truly birds of the far north and come this far south only in winter. How many show up in our region in any one winter will vary from year to year, but we always get a few somewhere. How many of them travel to various points south is influenced by declines in prey populations, severe winter weather, and probably other factors we don’t understand. More of both are seen the farther north you go—the fields around Boundary Bay usually having the most individuals. When one shows up in a particular place, it is hot news and will be on the nearest rare bird alert.

Most other birds of prey, especially owls, are year-round or permanent residents in our region. However, many raptors are more conspicuous in the winter for several reasons. A significant influx of winter visitors makes bald eagles and peregrine falcons more abundant. Raptors also generally move from the colder east side of the Cascades to milder western agricultural lands, where rodents and rabbits are abundant. Some raptors are easier to see in winter because of a change in their behaviors. For example, sharp-shinned and Cooper’s hawks stalk bird feeders in winter for easy pickings. Goshawks get “pushed down” out of the mountains by severe weather. And birds of prey are easier to see because the deciduous trees have lost their leaves. Even common, permanent residents, such as red-tailed hawks and kestrels become more conspicuous during the wintertime.

Trying to see an owl always presents a challenge. In the winter you have a much better chance of spotting an owl roosting (sleeping or resting for an extended period) during the day in a bare deciduous tree. Your most likely winter owl sighting will be a great horned owl hunkered down in a tree for the day. Look for what appears to be a rugby ball sitting vertically on a branch near the trunk of a big tree. In many areas west of the Cascades, short-eared owls are more conspicuous during winter because they are fairly diurnal. The one owl that is really a winter specialty is the snowy owl. The Best Bets describe where to look for these visitors from the Arctic.

Spotting wintering hawks can be as easy as driving through farmland. A trip down I-5 in the Willamette Valley or through the Skagit Flats in January can easily produce a dozen red-tailed hawks and a few rough-legged hawks in less than an hour. Pastures, farm fields or grasslands, and perching areas, such as power poles, fence poles, and trees are potentially good habitat for finding birds of prey. Weather won’t affect your chances of seeing raptors much unless it’s really windy or a blasting storm. A typical Northwest winter day west of the Cascades, overcast with intermittent drizzle and temperatures in the 30s or 40s, is just fine for finding raptors.

A few raptor locations stand out because of the high concentrations and variety of species. Most of these locations are in areas where you drive roads and look for birds perched on nearby poles. Stay in your car as much as possible—in many cases you’ll be able to see the bird just as well from your car as you will if you get out. In fact if you do get out, you’ll probably scare the bird away if it’s close. And let’s face it, if you’re winter birdwatching it’s nice staying in the warm car. Of course at times you’ll have to jump out to watch a flying bird or get a scope set up for birds at a distance, but in these cases you probably won’t be close enough to scare the birds. Always try to minimize your impact on the animals, especially during cold weather when the animals must conserve energy to stay warm.

The target birds for our Best Bets are the four winter specialties—the rough-legged hawk, the merlin, the gyrfalcon, and the snowy owl. While out looking for these birds expect to see plenty of our common year-round hawks: red-tailed, sharp-shinned, and Cooper’s hawks; northern harrier; American kestrel; and, east of the Cascades, golden eagle. Not common but possible in small numbers in the right place are peregrine and prairie falcons and in Oregon, white-tailed kite and red-shouldered hawk. The most difficult to see is the goshawk; consider any sighting of this bird a lucky gift. What many consider the most spectacular raptor, the bald eagle, is covered in its own chapter.
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Broad floodplains that are mainly used as pastures today often occur where the Oregon coastal rivers flow out of the Coast Range and meet the sea. These pastures are full of rodents and are attractive to raptors. The most famous for birds is Nehalem Meadows. Drive south on US Hwy 101 from the small town of Nehalem and cross the Nehalem River. As soon as you cross the river turn right onto Tideland Rd. Follow Tideland as it turns and takes you back under the bridge you were just on. Tideland Rd winds through the pastureland known to Oregon birders as the Nehalem Meadows until it intersects State Hwy 53, which can be taken back to US 101 (turn right) making a loop trip.

Search the trees and the power and fence poles and, of course, keep your eyes on the sky as you drive through the meadows. This is the kind of birder’s driving that turns passengers’ knuckles white, so try to make it look as if you’re also keeping your eye on the road. These pastures are one of the most reliable spots in the state for seeing white-tailed kites, a “California bird” that just barely makes it into the Northwest. Other noteworthy species that have been seen here at times include merlin, peregrine falcon, and even a few sightings of gyrfalcon.

Regardless of the raptor action, be sure to stop at the wastewater treatment plant at 14000 Tideland Rd to check out the waterfowl, gulls, and shorebirds. Birders are welcome on the plant grounds. Park outside the fence near the RV dump site, as out of the way as you can, and walk in the main gate. If the main gate is locked use the “birdwatcher’s gate” to the side. Be respectful of the facility, of course, and realize that you are at a sewage treatment plant, which is a potential biohazard. In other words, don’t touch stuff and poke in the muck.

Snowy owls are unpredictable, but they are most commonly seen on Clatsop Spit, site of the south jetty of the Columbia River. This area is part of Fort Stevens SP, about halfway between Seaside and Astoria. From US 101 turn west onto Ridge Rd into the park, drive past the main camping area, and follow signs to the south jetty. Parking area C is the closest to the jetty itself and has an observation tower. Parking lot D, at the end of the road, is the area where snowy owls, and a few gyrfalcons, have been seen in past years. If either bird is at the jetty, the Portland Audubon rare bird alert will probably have information. In both places park the car and search on foot.

The Klamath Basin in the dead of winter is peak time for bald eagles and rough-legged hawks. You’ll also see plenty of red-tailed hawks, kestrels, and northern harriers around, plus a few golden eagles, prairie falcons, merlins, Cooper’s hawks, sharp-shinned hawks, and ferruginous hawks. This is a good place to practice distinguishing between the two buteos—the red-tailed and the rough-legged hawks. Buteos are the large soaring hawks and the individual variation within each species can make telling them apart a real challenge. A map and more information are in February (Bald Eagles).
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Washington birders seem to agree that the hot spot in their state for winter raptors is western Skagit County, especially the Skagit and Samish flats. In the broadest terms the Skagit Flats are Fir Island and the farm fields north of Fir Island and south of State Hwy 20, west of Interstate 5 and the town of Mount Vernon. Part of Fir Island is the Skagit WA, famous for snow geese. To get to the Skagit Flats take the Conway exit (Exit 221) from I-5, and head west on Fir Island Rd. You can explore the farm roads north and south of Fir Island Rd, including Wylie Rd, which leads into the Skagit WA managed by WDFW. You’ll need a WDFW annual vehicle use permit to park in this and other state wildlife areas. These permits are sold wherever hunting and fishing licenses are sold and at other places listed on WDFW’s Web site. In the Skagit Flats, including Fir Island, you can usually see the birds that you would find in the wildlife area by driving the public roads through the farmlands, making the parking permit unnecessary.

As you drive west on Fir Island Rd, it eventually turns right and heads north to intersect Best Rd. Turn left onto Best and take it north across the North Fork Skagit River, and enter the farmlands between the Skagit River and Hwy 20. The roads in this area form a basic grid. You can just cruise around the area looking for raptors as well as swans, snow geese, and other waterfowl. The main roads to drive are Best, Calhoun, McLean, Bradshaw, and Beaver Marsh. These are busy farm roads so watch carefully for other cars, and pull far over to the side if you stop. Birders can drive local residents crazy with thoughtless driving.

The Samish Flats is north of Hwy 20, generally the area within the 4 miles south of the hamlet of Edison. From the Skagit Flats drive north on Best Rd, which crosses Hwy 20 and becomes State Hwy 237. Highway 237 is also called Farm to Market Rd and takes you into the heart of the Samish Flats. Again, the roads form a grid. West of Farm to Market Rd is Bay View—Edison, Samish Island, and D’Arcy roads. To the east are Sunset, Field, and Thomas roads. You can eventually work your way east to Chuckanut Dr (State Hwy 11), and then drive either south toward Mount Vernon or north to Bellingham on the gorgeous Chuckanut Scenic Drive.
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SKAGIT AND SAMISH FLATS

The most common raptors in both areas are red-tailed and rough-legged hawks, bald eagles, and northern harriers. Other regulars, in small numbers, are peregrine falcons, kestrels, merlins, Cooper’s hawks, and barn and short-eared owls. Less predictable, but possible, species are great horned and barred owl, golden eagle, prairie falcon, snowy owl, and the much sought-after gyrfalcon. The Seattle Audubon rare bird alert will have information about gyrfalcons and snowy owls if they are in the area. It was a thrill to finally see my first gyrfalcon on Samish Island Rd, right where the rare bird alert said it would be.

Two areas in eastern Washington are noted for their winter raptors. The Walla Walla Valley south of State Hwy 12, between Walla Walla and the little town of Touchet, is mainly alfalfa fields with the Walla Walla River winding through them. The alfalfa fields provide lots of rodents, and the cottonwoods along the river provide the nesting and roosting sites for plenty of raptors. You can wander around on any of the roads in the area, but here is one route that provides a raptor alternative to driving Hwy 12 to Walla Walla.

Starting at the Columbia River on Hwy 12, head east toward Walla Walla. You’ll drive by the Wallula Unit of McNary NWR, a good spot for waterfowl. In about 6 miles turn south onto Byrnes Rd. This junction, at milepost 314 across from the Nine Mile Ranch, is well signed. Stay on Byrnes, part gravel and part paved, until it rejoins Hwy 12 just west of Touchet. Just after you pass the “Entering Touchet” sign and a grain elevator, turn south (right) onto Balm Rd (signed). Take Balm until you have to turn left, and then drive to the stop sign on the Touchet-Gardena Rd (signed “Tou. Gard. Road”). Turn right and head south until you come to Gardena Rd, and then turn left and take it east. It twists and turns a bit, but just stay on the main road and, presto, it will become Frog Hollow Rd.

Take Frog Hollow (what a great name; I wish I lived on a Frog Hollow Rd) about 8 miles east to Last Chance Rd, and then take it north, back to Hwy 12. Watch for raptors along this route, the most common being the red-tailed, rough-legged, and northern harrier trio. I’ve never seen as many harriers at one time as I’ve seen on this route. After you return to Hwy 12 you can continue east to the very charming and picturesque college town of Walla Walla.

For east side snowy owls try the irrigated fields east of Potholes Reservoir. The Potholes region is excellent for waterfowl, but here’s the deal on the owls. State Hwy 17 goes southeast from the town of Moses Lake. In this area the east-west roads are numbered and the north-south roads are named with letters. Heading southeast on Hwy 17 from Moses Lake, turn right and head south on M SE. Cruise slowly as far as 5 SE, then turn right onto 5 SE and go to L SE, and then turn right to head north. Drive a couple of miles north on L SE, turn right on 3 SE, and return to M SE. Pretty confusing with all these letters and numbers, eh? You are just driving a rectangle drawn by roads M, 5, L, and 3. Don’t worry—on a map it’s obvious, and even if you get off a bit it doesn’t matter. Scan the cut fields looking for owls perched on irrigation equipment or the cement sides of irrigation ditches.

You can also try another area with the same habitat north of Interstate 90. Drive back toward Moses Lake on Hwy 17 until you cross I-90. Right away you’ll come to 1 NE. Turn right and take 1 NE to L NE, turn left and cruise north on L NE searching that area. Special thanks to Washington birder Mike Denny for the tip on this area. If snowy owls are in the area, it will probably be reported on Tweeters or southeastern Washington’s rare bird alert.
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A similar situation exists in the farmlands north of Boundary Bay, an extraordinary area just north of the US-Canada border, which has the highest density of wintering birds of prey in Canada. Highway 99, the main highway to Vancouver, goes through the area. South of Hwy 99, and parallel to most of it, is Ladner Trunk Rd which is also Hwy 10. Take Exit 20 off Hwy 99 to get onto Ladner Trunk Rd. Note that at this interchange, Hwy 10 crosses to the north side of Hwy 99. To stay south of Hwy 99 and continue east from this point, Ladner Trunk Rd changes names and becomes Hornby Dr. You want to stay on Hornby and Ladner Trunk south of Hwy 99 as you travel east and west through the area.

Six numbered streets—64th, 72nd, 88th, 96th, 104th and 112th—head south through the farmlands from Ladner Trunk or Hornby and end at the dike on the northern shore of Boundary Bay. A map of this area is in August (Fall Shorebird Migration). It’s worth driving through all these streets looking for raptors. This area, one of the Northwest’s best for winter birding, is also great for gulls, waterfowl, and shorebirds. Some years dozens of snowy owls are spotted. The dike at the end of 88th to 112th provides the best views of waterfowl and shorebirds. Come during high tide for all the birds except the raptors.



WILDLIFE WATCHING ON SKIS

It used to be when winter and heavy snows came to the mountains, the number of humans out and about was pretty small. For the most part, human activity became as dormant as most of the plants and animals. Things sure are different now. In my lifetime two recreational activities have totally changed the face of winter in most mountains that have reliable snowfall—skiing and snowmobiling. I’m lumping together downhill and cross-country skiing, snowboarding, and snowshoeing as skiing because it was the downhill skiing boom of the 1960s that started the winter recreation industry. Many people probably wouldn’t consider any of these as part of a natural cycle, but here in the Northwest, winter brings these activities as surely as it brings waterfowl and bald eagles.

The best way to travel on snow to see wildlife, and evidence of wildlife, is on cross-country skis or snowshoes. Cross-country skiing and snowshoeing are the winter equivalents of hiking and can provide unique opportunities for seeing wildlife activity. Of course, you have to practice basic wildlife-watching techniques and be a sneaky skier just as you would be if you were walking. This chapter describes the most common wildlife and signs of wildlife that people see when cross-country skiing or snowshoeing in our region’s mountains, although downhill skiers and snowboarders will see some of these animals as well. I consider snowmobiles and wildlife viewing as basically incompatible.

The majority of skiing takes place in coniferous forests above about 4000 feet, and the wildlife in these forests is very similar throughout our region. Because we’re dealing with wildlife that is active in winter, we are pretty much limited to the birds and the mammals. Birds are easy to spot any time of year, but mammals are more often known by the signs they leave: tracks, scat, trails, digging, evidence of eating, and sometimes even a part of an animal, like an antler. In general, the lower you are in elevation and the more forested the area you are skiing in, the more wildlife and wildlife signs you will see. Of course, your chances to see wildlife improve the farther you get from snowmobiles, roads, and other humans. January and February are the best time for cross-country skiing in the Northwest, although December and March may be excellent in some years.

The corvids, the family of jays and crows, are very conspicuous almost any time of year. They are intelligent, aggressive, noisy, and bold. Being generalists, corvids will eat a variety of foods and can adapt quickly to new food sources. They have learned that humans often leave edible waste behind them and will carefully check spots where skiers have stopped to eat or where there is human garbage. In our northwestern mountains you’ll regularly see four members of this family in winter: the Steller’s jay, the gray jay, the Clark’s nutcracker, and the common raven.

The blue and black Steller’s jay is about the most conspicuous bird of western coniferous forests and readily makes its presence known with its loud, raucous calls. These crested jays range from sea level to timberline, but generally you will see fewer of them the higher you are in the mountains. At higher elevations the Steller’s jay is “replaced” by its relatives, the gray jay and the Clark’s nutcracker. People often confuse these two high mountain jays. Both are called camp robbers because they will readily snatch food from snacking humans. However, the gray jay is particularly astounding in its boldness and will grab food from picnic tables, packs, tents, people’s hands, and even pans on a stove. In winter gray jays travel in flocks and have certainly figured out where the skiers eat. Whenever I stop to eat lunch while cross-country skiing in Oregon, a flock of gray jays will show up to join the meal.

The Clark’s nutcracker is named after William Clark of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, who was the first to describe the bird for science. They are more reserved than gray jays in their camp robbing but much noisier and easier to identify with their bold black and white markings in their wings and tail. Clark’s nutcrackers are more common the higher and farther east you go. These handsome jays are famous for burying tremendous numbers of seeds for the winter, especially seeds from whitebark pine. They forget where some of their seeds are stashed, making them critically important as planters of the pines.

The common raven is the most wary of the corvids you’ll see while in the mountains in winter. Ravens are much too careful to come and snatch food from your hand, but they will keep track of your comings and goings and may check out places where food scraps have been left. However, ravens are big-time scavengers and will be out looking for dead animals. You may see them soaring overhead like a hawk or perched near the top of a tree, checking out the situation. Being one of North America’s smartest birds, along with cousin crow, they may display some unusual behaviors, and their range of harsh, raspy, croaky, and rattle-like calls is quite entertaining.

Chickadees announce their presence with their distinctive “chick-a-deedee” calls, one of the most common sounds in the woods in winter. Of the three types of chickadees in our region, the most common chickadee companion in our mountains is, of course, the mountain chickadee. Don’t you wish all bird names made so much sense? You can tell mountain chickadees from other chickadees by the white line above their eye that breaks up their black cap. But look carefully; the line is sometimes small and hard to see. Chickadees are very active as they search for spiders and insect eggs, larvae, or pupae and are not shy. It is often easy to get close to chickadees and to attract them by imitating their calls or making little “pishing” noises.

Nuthatches are close relatives of the chickadees. Of the three types of nuthatches, the red-breasted nuthatch is more commonly seen and heard than the others. The high, nasal “beep-beep-beep” of the red-breasted nuthatch sounds like a little electric bicycle horn in the distance and is another of the very familiar sounds in northwestern coniferous forests. Nuthatches are well known for their tendency to descend tree trunks upside down as they glean for bugs. This behavior is a good clue for identification. Chickadees and nuthatches often flock together, along with kinglets, and sometimes warblers and downy woodpeckers. These mixed “balls o’ birds” of the hyper little insect eaters are a common occurrence in winter woodlands. When you come upon such a mixed flock, be sure to look them over because you never know how many different species you may have.

Woodpeckers eat insect larvae that are living under the bark of dead and dying trees. Because of this year-round food source, many woodpeckers don’t have to migrate and are common winter birds. While skiing you can expect to see the downy and its larger look-alike, the hairy woodpecker, and the northern flicker. In lodgepole pine forests you’ll sometimes encounter the black-backed woodpecker and in ponderosa pine forests, the white-headed woodpecker. Traveling farther north into British Columbia will improve your chances of seeing the rarer three-toed woodpecker. You may see sapsuckers and the pileated woodpecker, largest woodpecker in North America, but these are more common at lower elevations.

Several finches and sparrows are common breeders in the mountains and are often present in the winter, although they commonly descend to lower elevations if conditions are too harsh. Such birds are called altitudinal migrants—their movement depends on the recent weather. Dark-eyed juncos, evening grosbeaks, pine siskins, and red crossbills are the most common of these mountain seed eaters. Seeing a flock of juncos flying away from you as they flash their white tail feathers is a common winter sight. Red crossbills are the most unpredictable of these four because they travel long distances searching for good seed crops.

With mammals, you’re more likely to see their tracks or signs than to see the animals themselves. Interest in nature awareness and the skills of animal tracking has undergone a resurgence, and books by Tom Brown and Jon Young have helped to boost the rebirth. Jon Young, one of Tom’s protégés, established the Wilderness Awareness School in Washington, and the Northwest is now a center of the “tracking renaissance.” There are many good books on this skill, but nothing beats the experience of “dirt time,” getting out in the wild by yourself or with a mentor and studying the real thing.

In some ways, snow tracking is easier than other types of tracking. It may be more difficult to see clear footprints in snow, but it is easier to see the overall pattern of tracks. The number of possible mammals in any one area in the winter is not that large, so reading the pattern of the gait and the general shape of the tracks is often enough to identify the animal. It’s really fun when you can tell what the animal was doing and sometimes even see a little story unfold involving more than one animal. I’ll never forget seeing a long, clear trail of a snowshoe hare and then discovering where a bobcat came along, discovered the trail, and trotted off to see if it could get a meal.

One of the most common tracks seen is indeed that of the snowshoe hare, named for its huge hind feet that are heavily furred for travel over snow. The distinctive tracks with two large snowshoe-shaped prints in front and two smaller, round prints just behind them are easy to recognize with practice. This hare is sometimes called the varying hare because in most of its range its coat changes color from brown in the summer to white in the winter. Rabbits and hares never hibernate so they are active all winter searching for food.

Most people recognize the familiar tracks of deer with their two side-by-side, curved hoof prints for each foot. Unfortunately, other hoofed mammals have tracks that look very similar to deer tracks so you may not be able to tell, even armed with books, if your animal is a deer, bighorn sheep, or mountain goat. Of course, this is where knowing the habits and habitats of the different animals helps. Most places you will be skiing; any tracks that look like deer will be deer. If they look like deer but are bigger, especially wider, you have elk tracks. However, if you’re in the Selkirk Mountains of northeastern Washington and southeastern British Columbia and you find really big “deer” tracks, you could have moose tracks.

At the other size extreme are the tiny footprints of mice and shrews, which are both active in the winter. Let’s face it, telling apart the small and similar tracks of mice, voles, and shrews may require more study and practice than most folks will invest. But yay for squirrels. The tracks of tree squirrels are plenty big to see and are very common. Because squirrels are active during the day you might actually get a look at one. Tree squirrel tracks look like little rabbit tracks with the long, narrow prints of the hind feet in front of the small, round prints of the front feet. The big difference between rabbit and squirrel tracks is that the round front foot tracks tend to be even with each other in squirrel tracks but staggered, one farther back, in rabbit tracks.

As you might guess, tree squirrel tracks usually start and end at the base of a tree. There are three tree squirrels you could encounter: the chickaree or Douglas squirrel; the red squirrel; and the uncommon western gray squirrel. The chickaree (Douglas squirrel) is the most likely one in the Cascades, Olympics, and Coast Mountains. East of the Cascades and Coast Mountains, and interestingly on Vancouver Island, the red squirrel replaces its close relative the chickaree. The large, handsome western gray squirrel is much less common and fairly restricted to proper habitat on the eastern slope of the Cascades in the US.

Coyote and fox prints are a good possibility, but their tracks look like those of our domestic dogs. Sometimes you’ll find scat on the trail, which can be very helpful for telling dog sign from the wild canids. Your friends may laugh as you kneel in the snow to examine dog poop. No doubt you have had experience examining dog scat on your lawn, and you know that dog poop basically looks like dog food, just a bit reformed. Coyote or fox scat, on the other hand, looks quite different with fur, bones, seeds, insect parts, or any combination of these in it.

When trying to distinguish dog tracks from coyote or fox tracks, think of the difference in the behavior of these animals. The dog tracks will usually run all over the place, in circles and back and forth and all around people’s tracks. The tracks of foxes and coyotes will not be intertwined with people’s tracks and will look like the animal knows where it’s going and what it’s doing. Let’s face it: the dog’s tracks just look goofy. The wild canid’s tracks will usually be in a straight line and will often follow a natural feature such as a hedgerow, the base of a cliff, or a stream. Telling fox and coyote apart is tough to do in snow, but coyotes are much more common in more places.

Other possible mammal tracks include those of weasels, river otter, beaver, porcupine, bear, bobcat, and mountain lion. At lower elevations raccoon, skunk, and opossum are possible, but these animals generally stay below the snow line.

WILDLIFE WATCHING ON SKIS BEST BETS

You’ll find numerous commercial guide books as well as a variety of maps that cover the fabulous cross-country skiing and snowshoeing opportunities in the Northwest. Unfortunately, trail maps and other printed information tend to be locally produced and are not easy to obtain. Often information for a particular area in a national forest is available only at the district ranger station. In addition to the Web sites, contact the headquarters for any specific national forests in which you are interested.
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The Deschutes and Mount Hood national forests have the most cross-country ski areas in Oregon. Check with the Deschutes National Forest headquarters in Bend and the Mount Hood information center in Welches for maps and the latest information. The Umpqua and the Willamette National forests also may have maps.

The Santiam Pass Winter Recreation Area off US Hwy 20 near the Hoodoo downhill ski area is partially in the Deschutes National Forest and partially in the Willamette National Forest. Over the years trails in this area have been good for woodpeckers, including the uncommon black-backed and three-toed woodpeckers. Another well-known area shared by the two national forests is the Willamette Pass–Odell Lake area. It has a variety of cross-country ski trails, as well as a small downhill area. Odell Lake Lodge Resort serves as a center for this area. Another major cross-country ski area where black-backed woodpeckers have been reliable is the Swampy Lakes area on Century Dr, about 16 miles west of Bend in the Deschutes National Forest. The gray jays here are the boldest I’ve ever seen; they have the shelters under close surveillance and show up quickly when the gorp appears.
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Washington’s Methow Valley has become the Northwest’s cross-country skiing paradise. Amazingly, this fairly isolated valley has one of the largest cross-country ski trail systems in North America. The nonprofit Methow Valley Sport Trails Association, which is the information center for skiing, snowshoeing, and other recreation in the valley, maintains the 124 miles of machine-groomed trails. A variety of lodging, from deluxe resort to camping, is available, and a central reservation center is available for the whole valley. The Methow Valley is home to Washington’s largest mule deer herd so the chances of seeing deer are excellent. Coyotes are heard regularly at night and are seen occasionally along the river bottoms. Skiers have even sighted mountain lions.

Mount Rainier NP is a popular area for cross-country skiing, snowshoeing, and for the really hearty, snow camping. The heavily used Paradise Visitor Center is the center for daytime activities. Year-round lodging is available at Longmire, and other trails are in that area. More isolated and better for wildlife viewing is the less frequently used northwestern corner of the park where people ski up the Carbon River, some as far as Mowich Lake. Contact the park for current information and recommendations for areas. Skiers sometimes see elk in the lower river bottoms.

The Gifford Pinchot National Forest, especially the Wind River and Mount Adams districts, has produced a lot of printed materials on winter recreation over the years. One of the most popular areas in the GP is the Upper Wind River Winter Sports Area. It has a large area of improved cross-country ski routes, without snowmobiles, based out of the Oldman Pass Sno-Park. The Wind River Valley is winter range for deer and elk so your chances of spotting a few are good here. One disadvantage to the Wind River area is low elevation (3000 feet) so the season isn’t long, and conditions are good during only the coldest weather and after ample snowfall at low elevations. Contact the Wind River district office about conditions before going.

Washington has an extensive non-motorized sports Sno-Parks system of about 40 Sno-Parks where snowmobiles are not allowed and where trails are marked or groomed for cross-country skiing and snowshoeing. Some of these areas, the ones with the most trails and grooming, have a fee in addition to the Sno-Park permit. Another group of Sno-Parks does allow snowmobiles, so make sure you know which is which. A directory of sites and downloadable trail maps are at the Office of Winter Recreation’s Web site. You can also buy a brochure, Groomed Cross-Country Ski Trails Guide, at a number of private vendors that are also listed on the Web site. One disadvantage to some of the Sno-Parks is their proximity to highways and their popularity; the traffic and human activity will keep some animals away. Some of the non-motorized Sno-Parks also have dog sledding. As much as I like huskies, they are probably not your best companions for wildlife watching. But I can see making a special trip to one of these parks just for the entertainment value of seeing some dog sleds in action.
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Southwestern British Columbia’s mainland has three provincial parks that offer cross-country skiing with opportunities for viewing wildlife: Cypress, Mount Seymour, and Garibaldi. Farther to the east is Manning PP. The BC Parks Web site includes information on these parks as well as printable high-quality maps.

Manning PP, 130 miles east of Vancouver in the Cascade Mountains, is a favorite for cross-country skiing. Manning has a wide range of skiing possibilities, from beginning and intermediate groomed trails to backcountry overnight adventuring. For those not wanting to spend winter nights in the woods there is the resort area with lodging, restaurant, store, and equipment rentals. There is also a small downhill ski area, ice skating rink, and snow playgrounds for kids. As in all BC Parks the developed ski areas and resort are managed by a private concessionaire, in this case Manning Park Resort. As usual, you will see the most wildlife away from the action around the resort. The area recommended the most for wildlife is Strawberry Flats.

Just north of Vancouver are Mount Seymour and Cypress provincial parks. Cypress has the most groomed ski trails of the two and both have backcountry skiing for experienced skiers. Both also have downhill ski areas. Neither park is big, by Canadian standards, and cross-country areas are not extensive, but both areas are popular because they are close to the Vancouver metropolitan area. Despite heavy use, Canadian naturalists still recommend them for winter wildlife viewing.

Garibaldi PP has extensive backcountry skiing and snowshoeing possibilities but no groomed trails. All the main trails in the park are available for skiing and snowshoeing but are only suitable for more experienced skiers with alpine touring or telemark skis. Snowshoes are probably more suitable than skis in most of the park. Most skiing is done in the Diamond Head Area in the southwestern corner of the park where marked trails and shelters are available. Red Heather Ridge is a good day trip, suitable for intermediates, and it has a small day shelter. This trail continues to an overnight shelter at Elfin Lakes, which can be used as a base camp for skiing other areas in this part of the park, but this is definitely a snow camping trip for those who know what they’re doing.

On Vancouver Island Mount Washington Ski Resort is a major ski area on the border of Strathcona PP, the largest park on the island. Although the downhill resort area is all hustle and bustle, the Raven Lodge serves as a base for cross-country skiing and snowshoeing into the wonderfully named Forbidden Plateau area in Strathcona, a wilderness area with no motorized vehicles. Mount Washington Resort grooms 35 miles of cross-country ski trails that require a fee to use, but the rest of the area is free backcountry skiing or snowshoeing. To get to Mount Washington head northwest on the Inland Island Hwy 19 out of Courtenay, take the Strathcona Pkwy exit (Exit 130), and then follow the signs.



SWANS

When I first moved to the Northwest and saw swans I was astounded. I had never lived in a place where you could regularly see these magnificent birds. I haven’t quite gotten used to them yet—they still seem exotic and special, much too extraordinary to be called a common winter resident, which is what they are in much of our region. Many people don’t realize how big swans are, but with an average weight just under 30 pounds and a record of 38 pounds for males, the trumpeter swan may well be the heaviest flying animal in the world (the kori bustard and mute swan are the other contenders). Not many birds have a wingspan greater than the 8-foot wingspan of trumpeters. They truly deserve our respect and admiration.

Of the seven species of swans in the world, three live in North America, including the Pacific Northwest. The tundra swan (formerly called whistling swan) and the trumpeter swan are native. The mute swan from Europe has been introduced in many places and is now established in parts of the eastern United States and on southern Vancouver Island. The mute swan, considered a deleterious species, is actually being controlled in some states. Because mute swans are not native or well established and occur in very limited areas, they are not included here.

Tundra and trumpeter swans are very difficult to tell apart and often occur together, so you’ll need to carefully read your field guides and get some practice before you can separate them consistently. One reliable way to tell tundras and trumpeters apart is by their voices, but that takes plenty of practice in the field and the birds have to oblige by calling. Birdsong CDs may help. The trumpeter got its name from its loud, low, bugle-like call. Both swans have extra long tracheas (windpipes) that have big loops like a brass horn, which give them a more resonant call.

The simplest field mark on the tundra is a yellow spot in front of the eye. If you see the yellow spot, you know it is a tundra swan. However, some tundras do not have the spot. The yellow spot means something only when it’s there. The lack of yellow does not help with identification.

An odd characteristic that I have found useful is the way the two swans hold their long necks. Tundra swans have the basic profile of a goose; their neck just comes out the front of their body and curves up. However, trumpeters will sometimes curve their neck back and lay it on top of their back like a rubber hose. The neck goes back a bit then rises straight up, making it look as though the trumpeter’s neck is coming straight up out of its back. I know this sounds pretty strange, and, of course, its neck isn’t coming out of its back, but once you see this effect you’ll get the idea. They seem to do this more when they’re in the water instead of standing around on land. When alert they stick their neck up straight just like the tundra swans do.

Swans exhibit what we would consider model family values. Swans generally mate for life and appear to be very loyal. Both members of the pair select the nest site and build the nest, often using the same site from year to year. Although the female does most of the incubating, the male remains close and guards his mate and the nest. Swans are very territorial—they will defend a large area from other swans and are very aggressive toward intruders, including people.

When the four or five young hatch, both parents attend to them and are very protective. The family unit stays together for the rest of the breeding season and migrates together to wintering grounds. Young swans learn their migration routes on these first flights with their parents. Swans are very strong flyers, some migrating 8000 miles a year, round trip. Some tundras may fly as much as 1000 miles at a time without stopping.

Of the two, the tundra swan is now the most numerous and widespread, outnumbering the trumpeter by about six to one. However, trumpeters are much more common on Vancouver Island. Tundra swans nest in the Arctic tundra and in northern marshes from Alaska across North America to Baffin Island. During migration they can show up almost anywhere in our region in bays, marshes, and lakes. Significant numbers of wintering tundra swans are regularly found in the Puget Sound area, in the lower Columbia River and parts of the Willamette Valley, and at many wildlife refuges east of the Cascades, such as Umatilla, Summer Lake, and the Klamath Basin. Some are also found in coastal bays in Oregon.

The trumpeter swan has had a dramatic and all too familiar history. Before the European invasion, trumpeter swans were widespread and abundant, nesting across half of Canada and Alaska and in at least a dozen of the contiguous states. Like the American bison, they were hunted to the brink of extinction. In the United States in 1932 there were fewer than 70 left, living in the Yellowstone area. Red Rock Lakes National Wildlife Refuge was established in Montana to protect this last remnant population. This group survived and grew until it reached the maximum number the area could support. Some of the swans were then taken from Red Rock Lakes and transplanted into other wildlife refuges in the west, including Malheur NWR in Oregon and Turnbull NWR in Washington.

The transplants had varying success, and for awhile the future for trumpeters remained bleak. However, in the 1950s other populations of trumpeters were discovered in Alaska and northwestern Canada, where 75% of the world’s trumpeters breed today. With protection, habitat management, and the swans’ adaptation to winter feeding on farmlands, the population has risen to a high of 35,000 in 2005. They have been off the Endangered Species List since 1968.
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Tundra swans are common winter residents in much of Oregon, and many of the wildlife refuges in the state will have wintering swans. The biggest population spends the winter in the lower Columbia River, from Portland to the mouth, and at Ridgefield NWR in Washington, just across the Columbia River from Sauvie Island in Oregon. The birds treat Ridgefield, Sauvie Island, and other nearby wetlands as parts of one big system and go back and forth between them. The number of trumpeter swans seen mixed in with tundras has increased since the 1990s. If you are up for an identification challenge, get out your spotting scope and look them over carefully.

You’ll occasionally see tundra swans in marshes, flooded fields, and lakes throughout much of the Willamette Valley, especially the northern end, as well as in the Fernhill Wetlands south of Forest Grove. They also occur up and down the coast in estuaries, especially in the Siuslaw River Estuary at Florence.

To get to the Suislaw River estuary, from the north on US Hwy 101, drive through the town of Florence, and then cross the Siuslaw River on the bridge. About 0.75 mile south of the river, turn right onto South Jetty Rd (signed, fee). Follow it as it goes west and then turns to head north. At 4.25 miles from US 101 there is a parking area on your left (with outhouses), where you can scope the area to the east of the road. Tundra swans winter here in large numbers, and the area is also good for other waterfowl and raptors in winter and migrating shorebirds in the fall. Continue north 5.5 miles to the parking area on your right where you can look out over the estuary. From here continue to drive north, and then west onto the jetty road. Keep driving until it gets too rough or too crowded to continue. Park carefully—be sure other cars can get by and you have room to maneuver when you leave. Don’t get stuck in the sand. You can walk out the jetty as far as you want, but the surface continues to worsen as you go.

Trumpeter swans occur in small numbers and are unpredictable in most of Oregon. A few trumpeters can turn up wherever you see lots of tundra swans, particularly during migration, so check groups of swans carefully. In general, the farther north you go, the better your chance of seeing trumpeters. Small numbers have been seen in the Willamette Valley in recent years. The two most reliable places to see trumpeter swans in Oregon are Malheur NWR and Summer Lake WA.

Malheur NWR is unusual because it has the only year-round population of trumpeter swans in Oregon. Some of the first trumpeter swans that were taken from Red Rocks Lakes NWR and introduced to other wildlife refuges were released at Malheur NWR, where their descendants live today. Because they are from the nonmigratory population at Red Rocks, they are there all year. Efforts have been made to get some of these swans migrating to Summer Lake for the winter where conditions are a bit milder.

Summer Lake WA, managed by ODFW, has a small number of trumpeter swans in the winter but is better known for its large number of wintering tundra swans. The best times to visit are in winter—from the end of hunting season in late January until March 15—and early fall—from August 15 until hunting season begins (usually the second weekend in October). During other times various roads and areas are closed because of nesting activity or hunting. February is the best time to see both swan species, as well as a good variety of other waterfowl and some wintering raptors. Before you plan a trip check with the wildlife area to get hunting and closure dates.

Summer Lake WA and the tiny town of Summer Lake are about halfway between the towns of Lakeview and La Pine, on State Hwy 31 in south central Oregon. Summer Lake has a store, gas station, motel, and cafe. The headquarters for the wildlife area is across the street from the cafe and motel. Here you will find maps, a restroom, and, if you’re lucky, a staff member who can give you the latest tips on where to find swans and other wildlife.

Road closures are always a possibility because of weather or maintenance, but the main tour route road is usually open and in good condition. Remember, when driving through a wildlife area or refuge your car is your blind, and the birds will be less frightened if you stay in it. If you drive the tour route loop as described, counterclockwise, you’ll see most birds on the outside of the loop, on your right.

From headquarters take the tour route road (Lint Canal Rd) which heads east, with a few bends, for a couple of miles. The road then turns left and heads north until it joins County Rd A-17. Turn left onto A-17 and head west until you rejoin Hwy 31 near the roadside rest. Cruise the tour route road in standard birdwatching style, going slowly while looking very carefully in all directions and making your passengers nervous. In the first part of the tour route there are two roads that head south on Windbreak Dike and Bullgate Dike, and then dead end. It’s worth going down these roads if there’s plenty of water and the area “looks birdy.” Sometimes these roads are closed.




[image: Image] SWANS BEST BETS WASHINGTON

Ridgefield NWR is a reliable place to see lots of tundra swans and often a few trumpeters. The refuge’s excellent auto tour route and the education program to get people to stay in their cars has tremendously improved wildlife viewing in the River S Unit. The last few winters when I’ve driven the route I’ve seen 700 to 900 swans right out the car window. Folks have gotten with the program. I can tell the birds like the new plan and are more relaxed.

You can park and get out at a couple of places, mainly at the observation blind. This is a must stop regardless of whether someone just needs to use the fancy outhouse there. Aided with a scope, the parking area offers good views of surrounding areas. A short, level path leads to the new blind, which has outstanding views. The path goes through a nice stretch of riparian forest that can be very lively with songbirds.

To get to the refuge take the Interstate 5 Ridgefield exit (Exit 14), about 13 miles north of the Columbia River, and then head west on State Hwy 501. As you come into the town of Ridgefield you’ll notice that the north–south cross streets are numbered. To get to the River S Unit, the area with the most wetlands and most waterbirds (and hunting at times), turn left and head south on South 9th St. In a few blocks 9th St turns into Hillhurst as it climbs the hill south of town. In just under one mile you’ll see a dirt road to the right with a refuge sign and an automatic gate. Be sure to note the posted hours and don’t get locked in. Take this dirt road, which becomes the auto tour route, through the River S Unit. At the start of the tour route are vault toilets, an informational kiosk, and hunters’ check station. You’ll usually see a clipboard hanging from the check station, in an obvious location, where people can record their wildlife sightings as well as their attempts at outdoor humor. It’s pretty easy to tell which entries are by the knowledgeable wildlife watchers and which ones are by folks who haven’t been outside much.
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RIDGEFIELD NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE

About 3000 tundra and a few trumpeter swans hang out in the myriad of marshes, islands, and sandbars in the estuary of the Columbia River between Longview, Washington, and Astoria, Oregon. Almost 40,000 acres of this area is included in the Julia Butler Hansen Refuge for the Columbian White-Tailed Deer and Lewis and Clark National Wildlife Refuge, but most of this acreage is actually out in the river and accessible only by boat. Part of the J. B. Hansen Refuge is on the mainland, however, and you can sometimes see swans when driving Steamboat Slough Rd through the refuge.

Both swans are found in Willapa Bay, north of the mouth of the Columbia, which is covered in April (Brant Migration). On the Columbia, south of Willapa Bay, is the town of Ilwaco. Just north of Ilwaco on State Hwy 103 is Black Lake, which often has Trumpeter swans.

A mixed population of tundra and trumpeter swans spends the winter in western Skagit County, one of the Northwest’s best winter birding areas and the best place for seeing both species in good numbers. Swans can be found in or near the Skagit WA or in the fields of the Skagit and Samish flats, especially during high tides. Another area in Skagit County that has been a big favorite of trumpeters for years is around Clear Lake, northeast of Mount Vernon.

Near both the town and body of water called Clear Lake are three good areas to check for trumpeter swans. First let’s go to Beaver Lake. From I-5 take the College Way (State Hwy 538) exit (Exit 227), and then head east through Mount Vernon. In 3.5 miles turn left and drive north on State Hwy 9 toward Sedro-Woolley. After 2.6 miles turn right and head south on Beaver Lake Rd. A WDFW access area, with a small boat launch and parking, is one mile farther at the south end of Beaver Lake. From here you can see the entire lake.

The second spot is Clear Lake itself in the town of Clear Lake. Return the way you came, but just before you get back to Hwy 9, turn right onto South Front St and head north into town. The lake will be on your right. The best viewing place is from Clear Lake Park, in the town of Clear Lake, on the shores of Clear Lake. After checking out the Clear Lake-named things, get back on Hwy 9 headed north.

But don’t go too far. Access to the third swan site is just a few blocks north of the town’s center on Frances Rd. Actually, Frances Rd is on your left; Old Day Creek Rd is on your right. Turn left to head west on Frances Rd, and drive just 0.75 mile until Frances takes a turn to the left. You’ll see DeBay Isle Rd angled a bit to the right. This new reserve opened to the public in 2001. You should be able to drive down DeBay Isle Rd during open hours, but if you are stopped by a locked gate, park near the intersection with Frances Rd and walk down the road. When you leave this area you can make a return loop back to Mount Vernon and I-5. Continue on Frances, which eventually turns left and heads south, and then turns into LaVenture Rd, which will take you back to College Way. You could spot more swans, plenty of other waterfowl, and raptors as you drive through the Skagit River bottomlands on Frances Rd.

Both swans are scattered throughout the Puget Sound area and can be found in river mouths and bays or in fields feeding on grain. Tundras regularly winter in some of the wetlands in eastern Washington such as the Potholes Reservoir area and McNary NWR, but if these areas freeze up, the swans will head south or to the Columbia River at places like Umatilla NWR.
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Almost one third of the world’s trumpeter swans winter on Vancouver Island and along the coasts of the Strait of Georgia. Trumpeters can be seen in many of the island’s estuaries and other wetlands, but two places really stand out as Best Bets.

The largest single group of wintering trumpeter swans in the world, as many as 3000 and increasing, spends the winter in Comox Harbor and the farmlands of the Comox Valley. Because this population is globally significant, the Canadian Wildlife Service, Ducks Unlimited Canada, other conservation groups, and local farmers have established the Comox Valley Waterfowl Management Project. The project has been a great success and the community takes great pride in “its swans.”

The swans can be seen in Comox Harbor or in farm fields north of Comox. Harbor viewing is best during high tide; the higher the better. There are three places for viewing the harbor although you will sometimes be quite far from the birds. Two are along the southwest shore where the Island Highway (Hwy 19A) runs parallel to the shore. The first is in the small town of Royston from Marine Dr. Get onto Marine Dr at its intersection with Hwy 19A or take any of the streets in central Royston north from Hwy 19A to Marine Dr. Cruise Marine Dr until you find a good place to park and view the harbor. The second place is just over one mile northwest of Royston off Hwy 19A. At the intersection with Fraser and Millard streets, turn right onto Millard and drive until it intersects Sandpiper Rd at the edge of the harbor. Park here—there are actually benches for birdwatchers.

The third spot is a viewing platform with interpretive signs at the far northwestern end of the harbor where the Courtenay River enters. In Courtenay Hwy 19A crosses the river and intersects Comox Rd, which heads east to the town of Comox. In less than 0.25 mile toward Comox from this main intersection, you’ll see the viewing platform.

The swans feed in many of the farm fields in the valley, but two seem to be favorites. Comox Bay farm is on Comox Rd, just east of Hwy 19A after crossing the Courtenay River. In 1998 the Pacific Estuary Conservation Program and affiliates purchased this farm, formerly Farquharson Farm, to protect prime waterfowl habitat.

The other popular fields are along Knight Rd, northeast of Comox. To get on the best section of Knight Rd take Comox Rd into Comox. Just after the main part of town turn left onto Pritchard Rd and drive just over 2 miles until it intersects Knight Rd. Turn right and watch the fields to your right as you drive along Knight. An interesting way to return to Comox is to take Knight until it turns into Lazo Rd, stopping at Point Holmes to look for waterbirds and seals. A quick side trip to Kye Bay, off Knight Rd, might also provide some good sightings. Take Lazo back into town, possibly stopping at Goose Spit, covered in April (Brant Migration).

Martindale Flats, a favored area by local birders for swans, other waterfowl, and raptors, is about 8 miles north of Victoria, east of Butchart Gardens. Martindale Rd and Island View Rd are less than one mile apart and both head due east from Hwy 17. Fields on both sides of both roads can be outstanding for birding, especially when flooded. Island View Rd ends at Island View Beach Park, which provides excellent views of waterfowl and seabirds in Cordova Bay.

On the mainland, the farm fields around Delta and Ladner, south of Vancouver, are a regular winter hangout for both swans. You can explore any of the roads in the area that go through farmland, but two spots are particularly worth checking. Drive the roads south of the Ladner Trunk Rd north of Boundary Bay—a map of the area is in August (Fall Shorebird Migration)—or visit the George C. Reifel Migratory Bird Sanctuary on Westham Island. The swans have developed quite a taste for fermenting pieces of potatoes left in the fields after harvesting.



FROZEN WATERFALLS

Life depends on water, so it’s no surprise that water has always been a powerful symbol to humans. Moving water possesses a particularly strong fascination to people; many can watch transfixed, for long periods of time, waves breaking on a shore or a stream flowing over its rocky bed. It’s to be expected, then, that people love waterfalls. Here is moving water at its most dramatic—plunging into space or cascading over rocks, constantly changing its shape yet maintaining a character unique to that waterfall. And what could be more exhilarating than getting blasted by the spray of a big waterfall on a hot day?

The Pacific Northwest is the perfect place for waterfalls because we’ve got plenty of what it takes to make them—lots of water and lots of high places for it to fall from. If you want to become a serious waterfall watcher, you’ll need Waterfall Lover’s Guide—Pacific Northwest (4th ed.) by Gregory Plumb. This book describes (are you ready?) 634 waterfalls in Oregon, Washington, and Idaho. Included are directions on how to get to them all.

Waterfalls are always changing because the amount of water varies, but a much more dramatic change can take place during the coldest winter weather. Waterfalls can freeze, sometimes completely, into fantastic natural ice sculptures. With larger waterfalls some water usually keeps flowing, while an amazing assortment of ice collects on the surrounding cliffs and in the path of the fall itself. Spray from the falls forms beautiful, delicate crystals on nearby rocks or plants. It is a unique and ephemeral winter display that doesn’t happen every year for most falls. One thing you can count on when you go out in freezing weather to look at frozen waterfalls—no crowds. But surprisingly many people actually do bundle up and face the cold to see and photograph this event. The ideal time to go is on a sunny day with the temperature just below freezing and very little wind, after a stretch of really cold temperatures.

The Columbia River Gorge and Silver Falls SP have more impressive, accessible waterfalls in a small area than anywhere else in North America. They also are exceptionally beautiful places with many other natural attractions besides their waterfalls. You can usually get to these waterfalls in freezing winter weather without risking your life on dangerous icy roads. Always a big plus in my book.

The Columbia River is the largest river in volume in the New World that flows into the Pacific Ocean. This huge river has maintained its channel despite the Cascade Mountains rising up around it. The Columbia River Gorge is one of the great scenic wonders of North America, and fortunately it is now protected, to a degree, by the 1986 legislation that established the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area, the first in the nation. People seem to appreciate how astounding the Columbia River and its gorge really are after that designation. The Gorge, as it is commonly known, is appreciated for its geology, scenery, wildlife, wildflowers, economic importance, human history, and recreational uses and is the subject of many fine books. For now the question is, Why so many waterfalls in the Gorge?

The Oregon side of the 80-mile long Columbia River Gorge has at least 50 recognized, accessible waterfalls. To understand why there are so many, we need to look at the geologic past and how the Gorge was formed. An ancient Columbia River flowed west to the ocean at least 40 million years ago, long before the Cascade Mountains were formed. About 15 million years ago, huge cracks opened in the earth’s crust near the Oregon, Washington, and Idaho border and massive flows of lava poured out, eventually covering 60,000 square miles of eastern Washington and northeastern Oregon and even reaching the coast. These flows, called the Columbia River Basalts, piled up like a giant layer cake, one on top of the other giving the cliffs their characteristic layered look. At Multnomah Falls you can clearly see six different layers and near Bridal Veil geologists have found 16 exposed layers.

Earth movement and volcanic activity that occurred over the next several million years uplifted the land and formed the Cascades. The Columbia River continued to carve its valley through the layers of basalt as fast as the land rose around it. By the time the Pleistocene Epoch started, about 2 million years ago, the Columbia River had carved a deep V-shaped valley down through the rising layers of basalt.

Toward the end of the Pleistocene, about 15,000 years ago, a series of cataclysmic floods blasted through the Gorge and scoured out everything except the hard basalt. The result was a broad, U-shaped valley with steep cliffs. The side streams flowing into the Columbia River Valley then ended abruptly at cliff faces and plunged to the river below. Our present-day waterfall paradise was born. The amazing story of these floods, called the Bretz Floods to honor geologist Harlan Bretz who first proposed their occurrence, can be found in several books and videos. How come there are so few waterfalls on the Washington side of the Gorge? There were more, but the layers of rock in the Gorge are tilted slightly southward. This has resulted in many landslides on the Washington side that have destroyed the cliff faces and their waterfalls.
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Thanks to this unique set of circumstances we now have the ultimate waterfall-watching site for any time of year. In the 13 miles between Corbett and Ainsworth SP, you can see five major waterfalls between 150- and 620-feet high within a very short walk from your car. Another six big falls, all over 100 feet, can be seen by driving 10 more miles and taking short hikes, the longest being 3.5 miles round trip.

Interstate 84 goes through The Gorge and in places is paralleled by the old Columbia River Scenic Highway, an engineering marvel of its time and a fascinating story in itself. At some exits you can leave I-84 and get on the Historic Columbia River Highway, often called the Scenic Highway or just the old highway. Not all exits are complete interchanges with access and exits in both directions. The five biggest and easiest falls to see are all on the Scenic Highway between the Corbett exit (Exit 22), and the Dodson/Ainsworth SP exit (Exit 35), both complete interchanges.

From Portland, take the Corbett exit, drive up the cliff to the town of Corbett and turn left onto the Scenic Highway in Corbett. Head east and in 2 miles you’ll reach the Women’s Forum SP where you can get the classic scenic view up the Gorge. One mile farther east and you’ll reach Vista House Visitor Center on Crown Point. From Vista House, head east on the Scenic Highway and watch for signs for the various waterfall areas. The Big Five going from west to east are Latourell Falls, Bridal Veil Falls, Wahkeena Falls, Multnomah Falls, and Horsetail Falls. Multnomah Falls is the second highest year-round waterfall in the United States and the busiest tourist attraction in Oregon. At its base is a visitor area with a Forest Service interpretive center, restrooms, a restaurant and a snack bar, and a gift shop. Summer weekends are crowded.

My picks for the next most spectacular falls within easy hiking distance are Upper Latourell Falls, Triple Falls, Ponytail Falls, Elowah Falls, Wahclella Falls, Metlako Falls, and Punch Bowl Falls. All are located between Corbett and Cascade Locks.

Silver Falls SP is Oregon’s largest state park. It is 25 miles east of Salem in the foothills of the Cascades. The same lava flows that created the Gorge also formed the bedrock of Silver Falls, again creating the right conditions for many waterfalls. The Trail of Ten Falls is just under 7 miles long and has views of 10 waterfalls, half of them over 100-feet high. From Salem take State Hwy 22 east, then turn onto State Hwy 214 and take it to the park. The main visitor facilities are at the Nature Lodge built by the Civilian Conservation Corps and located near South Falls, the highest in the park. Follow signs to the lodge or the day use area. At the lodge you can get the park map that shows the trails and the waterfalls. A shorter route of 2.5 miles from the Winter Falls parking area will take you by five falls. If it is cold enough to freeze waterfalls then some of the trails will be impassable, even with snowshoes.
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Unfortunately, the best areas in Washington for concentrations of waterfalls are where roads are usually closed in winter and access is just too dangerous, if not impossible.



JANUARY’S NATURE NUGGETS

JANUARY SKIES

The cold skies of winter, when less moisture, pollen, and pollution are in the air, are the clearest. Winter is also the time when the region of the sky most astronomers consider the richest is in full view. In winter you can actually see all the constellations if you stay up all night, but for practical purposes those constellations typically thought of as the winter constellations are those that are high in the sky and easily seen between about 7 p.m. and 9 p.m. The most well known is Orion, one of the most distinct and easiest to identify, and the constellation with the brightest stars. If you use Orion’s belt as a pointer, toward the horizon you will see Sirius, brightest star in the sky (after our sun) and part of Canis Major (the Big Dog). Other classic winter constellations are Taurus, Gemini, Auriga (the Charioteer), and Perseus. In addition, you can see the circumpolar constellations that are visible almost all year—the Big and Little Dipper, Cassiopeia, Cepheus, Cygnus, and Draco. The largest meteor shower of the year is the Quadrantids. It occurs January 1–4, before dawn, and appears to be coming from the constellation Boötes. There’s a challenge for the hearty folks who don’t mind standing around outside at the coldest hour in the coldest month of the year.

SMELT

Late January and early February are the peak of the smelt run in the Columbia. These little fish have many names: Columbia River smelt, candlefish, the Native American eulachon (pronounced YOU-la-kon), and the slang hooligan. These prolific fish return by the millions to spawn in tributaries of the lower Columbia and provide an unequaled feast for dozens of predators who join in the mass, multi-species, feeding frenzy. Clouds of gulls swarm over spawning areas and are joined by other fish-eating birds such as cormorants, mergansers, and a few loons and grebes. California sea lions and harbor seals swim up the river to join the gluttony. Humans also catch them, sometimes to eat but mainly for bait or animal food. Just which tributaries of the lower Columbia the smelt will use varies from year to year and includes the Kalama, Lewis, and Sandy rivers. However, the best bet most years is the Cowlitz River where the town of Kelso, Washington, apparently has proclaimed itself the Smelt Capital of the World. In the town of Kelso take Allen St west to cross the Cowlitz River, and then turn right and drive north on State Hwy 411, which parallels the river. You could see the birds and people fishing anywhere along the river from Kelso to Castle Rock, Washington.

STARLINGS

Although they are scorned by most birders, European starlings form some of the largest flocks of birds you’ll ever see when they gather to roost in winter. Drive over the Broadway Bridge in Portland around sunset during the winter and you may see tens of thousands of starlings settling on the bridge for the night. Be sure your windshield wipers are working and have lots of fluid.

WINTER SURVIVAL: A CLOSER LOOK

For animals living in temperate climates, the greatest challenge is often surviving the winter. Problems caused by the colder temperatures are made worse by the concurrent decrease in the food supply. The population of almost every northwest animal is at its lowest at the end of winter after various types of winter mortality have taken their toll. How do the survivors make it?

Where an animal lives will determine the temperature extremes it will have to endure to survive. Animals living in the ocean have it the easiest—the ocean off our coast varies only about 5°F in a year and it never freezes. Most marine animals really don’t need any special adaptations for winter weather. The same is true for animals living in large bodies of freshwater that do not freeze. In contrast, animals living high in the mountains or in the eastern parts of Oregon, Washington, and British Columbia may have to endure weeks of temperatures well below freezing. With different kinds of animals living in a variety of habitats, it’s not surprising that adaptations for winter survival vary.

To understand these differences, let’s clarify what is meant by cold-blooded and warm-blooded, terms that are often poorly understood and inaccurate. Animals that are commonly referred to as cold-blooded, such as reptiles, fish, and insects, are animals that do not produce much heat inside their bodies and whose body temperatures are usually the same as, and change with, their surroundings. They are able to regulate their body temperatures to some extent by moving to different parts of their environment or by behaviors such as basking in the sun. For the most part, though, they are thermal slaves of their environment. Biologists call these animals ectothermic, which means “outside heat.”

The animals we call warm-blooded are quite different. Biologists call these animals endothermic (“inside heat”). Endotherms have high rates of metabolism and produce a lot of heat inside their bodies, which is kept in by insulation. They maintain a constant body temperature that is usually quite high in comparison to their environment. In a way, they have freed themselves from the thermal restraints of their environment—but at a cost. Warm-blooded animals equal in body mass to cold-blooded animals will need at least 10 times the food and oxygen to stay alive. It’s life in the fast lane and they can’t get out.

So why be an endotherm if it means you must constantly work harder to get more food and oxygen? The advantage is that your activity level can be independent of the temperature of your environment. As the temperature drops and an ectotherm gets colder, its bodily functions slow down until it can’t even move. In contrast, when the environment gets colder, either at night or during the winter, an endotherm can remain active and take advantage of whatever food is available, including tasty ectotherms too cold to move. Endothermy has allowed some animals to live in the coldest places on Earth, including the polar ice caps.

So who are these amazing endotherms? An outing in cold winter weather makes it obvious—usually the only active animals you will see are birds and mammals. Although some other animals generate considerable heat inside their bodies at certain times, birds and mammals are the only animals that are endothermic all the time. Insulation is the clue: feathers on birds, and fur or thick layers of fat on mammals. Ectotherms don’t need insulation and, indeed, none of them have any. You can’t keep your pet turtle warm by wrapping it in a blanket.

Based on this difference in metabolism, ectotherms and endotherms adapt to cold weather differently. Ectotherms don’t have much choice. As their environment gets colder, so do they. The ectotherms’ metabolism and actions keeps slowing down until they become torpid, a state of suspended animation. This would seem disastrous, but it actually works quite well because an animal in a state of torpor needs very little oxygen or food to stay alive. This explains how air-breathing animals like frogs and turtles can spend the winter in the bottom of a pond. They need so little oxygen in their torpid condition that they can get what they need from the surrounding water through their skin. Stored reserves, such as fat, provide the small amounts of energy and nutrients they need. So the basic winter survival strategy for ectotherms is eat hearty while there’s plenty of food and you can move around to get it, store as much food as you can in your body; and find a good safe place when it gets too cold to move.

It’s basically a pork-up and chill-out life cycle. A good safe place would be one where the temperature doesn’t get too low for too long and where predators (endotherms, naturally) can’t eat them. This is the most common way the majority of the earth’s animals, which are ectotherms, survive the winter. They just get colder and colder and become less and less active until they are in a dormant state just above freezing. But there is a limit to how low their temperature can drop.

The bottom line for surviving the cold is that an animal can’t freeze solid. Animals are mostly water and if it freezes solid, the formation of ice ruptures cells and kills the animal. This means that if an ectotherm gets much below 32°F for too long, it will die. Or so biologists thought for years. Scientists have only recently discovered that the wood frog, garter snake, and some insects can actually freeze solid for brief periods of time and then thaw out and still be alive. Exactly how these animals can do this is not entirely known, but we do know that some animals produce natural antifreeze compounds that can stop ice from forming in the blood and tissues. Some animals (for example, Arctic and Antarctic fish) have even evolved to be active and live out their lives at near to slightly below freezing temperatures through physiological adaptations including these antifreeze compounds and special enzymes that are active at very low temperatures.

The simplest way for any animal, warm- or cold-blooded, to survive the cold is to avoid it entirely. A mobile animal can just leave and go to a warmer place. Birds, with their amazing flying abilities, are the most famous for their migrations, many flying thousands of miles every year. Other kinds of animals also migrate. One of the best known in our region is the gray whale. There is even an insect, the monarch butterfly, which migrates up to 4000 miles round trip.

Many animals, especially mountain dwellers, do not make long migrations but instead make shorter seasonal movements to avoid the harshest weather or to seek food. Deer, elk, bighorn sheep, and mountain goats descend from higher elevations to wintering grounds. Some of our more common winter feeder birds—juncos, pine siskins, evening grosbeaks, and varied thrushes—are summer breeders in the mountains but drop down to lower elevations as the snow piles up and the seeds get scarce. How many show up in downslope towns will vary with winter conditions in the mountains.

An animal doesn’t have to travel a long distance to avoid the coldest temperatures. It may be many degrees warmer, not to mention drier and out of the wind, just a foot below the earth’s surface. Many animals use burrows, cavities in logs and trees, or cracks and caves in rocks for winter shelter. Snow is a good insulator, and quite a few animals like gophers, mice, pikas, and soil invertebrates remain active under a protective blanket of snow. A thick conifer covered with snow provides excellent shelter for birds, which roost inside.

One question that might occur to the observant outdoor enthusiast in the winter is, Where are all the bugs? Insects are the most abundant life form on the planet and are very conspicuous most of the year, but seem to disappear completely in winter. In the milder western lowlands of our region the eager naturalist can still find plenty of arthropod action in winter, but in the mountains and on the east side, it’s bugless. Ancient people wondered about this and the disappearance of many birds and came up with a host of interesting explanations, including animals transforming from one species into another, including humans, and inanimate objects such as dirt and rocks turning into animals.

The actual explanation is quite simple. Most insects, and many other arthropods, don’t even try to survive the winter as adults. The adults die in the fall and the species overwinters in one of the other stages in the insect life cycle, most commonly as eggs, but also as larvae or pupae depending on the species. Insect eggs are extremely tough and can withstand more severe conditions than the adults, as can the larvae and pupae of many species. Some insects, which overwinter as adults, can keep ice from forming in their bodies at temperatures of −40°F. And some insects can actually freeze solid and survive, although we don’t know how widespread this ability is.

Endotherms—birds and mammals—have a different problem than the ectotherms. The body temperature of an endotherm remains the same because their insulation keeps the heat generated by their high rate of metabolism inside their body. Their main problem becomes getting enough calories to keep their internal furnace burning. Of course, if they have the ability they can migrate to warmer places. Endotherms migrate not so much because the weather is cold but because the food supply becomes inadequate.

Non-migrating endotherms have several adaptations for surviving the cold. Mammals are well known for their thicker winter coats. In winter we often see birds fluffed up and poofy, making the thickest layer of dead air space possible in their “down parka.” To increase heat production endotherms can actually increase their metabolism. The most obvious sign of this is shivering—small, rapid, repetitive muscle contractions that generate heat. But this requires energy.

A change in diet can provide the extra calories needed to stay warm. Fat has twice the calories per ounce compared to carbohydrates, and some animals seek foods higher in calories, hence the popularity of suet bird feeders in winter. Stored food reserves often make the difference in winter survival, and many birds and mammals fatten themselves as much as possible in preparation. Some animals store food outside their bodies: tree squirrels and jays bury nuts, honey bees store honey, and pikas make hay for their winter food supply.

To conserve energy endotherms can seek shelter and become inactive during the coldest times. Many mammals spend time sleeping during the winter, the most famous example being bears which spend long periods of time in a very deep sleep. The most extreme adaptation of endotherms to cold is to actually get out of the fast lane of endothermy and “go ecto;” that is, hibernate. During hibernation it is as if the thermostat in the animal’s brain has been set to a lower temperature. As with ectotherms, the animal’s entire metabolism, including heart rate, breathing, and urine production, slows to a level that just barely sustains life. The animal can’t move, but then it doesn’t need all that food to stay active and warm. If it can store enough fat and get in the right shelter, it can just wait out the winter and return to full activity when spring, warmer temperatures, and food arrive. Some hibernating rodents will actually arouse occasionally during warmer times in winter and eat stored seeds in their burrow or even go out and forage.

True hibernation is uncommon. Some bats and rodents, particularly ground squirrels, are the most common and well-known hibernators. Scientists disagree as to what constitutes true hibernation as opposed to what is just torpidity, dormancy, or deep sleep. Hence, bears and some other mammals are called hibernators by some but not by others. The situation with birds is even hazier and seems to mainly be a question of terminology. The only bird that is regularly called a true hibernator is the poorwill, which occurs in our region. Several species of hummingbirds are known to enter a torpid state on cold nights but will arouse quickly.

Regardless of how they do it, enough members of each population of animals must survive the winter to reproduce and repopulate the available habitat the next spring and summer. Changes in one species affects the other members of its community. Fluctuations in animal populations are part of the complex interactions among animals and between animals and their habitats.


FEBRUARY
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Bald eagles at the Skagit Flats

BALD EAGLES

Not everyone will be thrilled by the sight of a sparrow in breeding plumage or an immature warbler, but everyone seems to be impressed by the sight of an adult bald eagle. Winter eagle watching has become a popular activity in our region and with good reason—the Northwest has the best spots for seeing bald eagles outside of Alaska.

The recovery of the bald eagle is one of the best examples of the success of the Endangered Species Act. Eagles suffered from the triple threat of shooting, habitat destruction, and pesticides. Fortunately, the bald eagle now stands as a symbol of what we can do to protect and restore an animal threatened with extinction. Because of the protections and funding provided by the Endangered Species Act, bald eagles have bounced back and are no longer classified as endangered species and are not in immediate danger of extinction. Improved regulation of some pesticides, most notably DDT, and better enforcement of laws protecting eagles from shooting have left habitat destruction as their biggest threat. Fortunately, habitat protection improved in the 1980s and 1990s, and in many Oregon and Washington cities it is no longer big news to spot an eagle, like it was in the 1970s. Many of us think that we are now seeing a generation of bald eagles nesting in cities that grew up “just outside of town” and are more tolerant of human activities. Bald eagles may prove themselves to be as adaptable as osprey.

Oregon and Washington have always had more bald eagles than any of the other lower 48 states. Bald eagles were never actually classified as endangered in our states, but were classified as threatened. In 1980 there were about 160 nesting pairs of bald eagles in Oregon and Washington combined. The estimate today is just over 1000 nesting pairs. In the winter as many as 4000 additional eagles come down from Canada and Alaska to join the resident birds. When I started birding I wondered if I would ever see a bald eagle before they were extinct. Now I see them almost every day I go to work at Smith and Bybee Wetlands, right in Portland. That’s what I consider really good news.

British Columbia’s bald eagle population is in even better shape. Current estimates are that coastal British Columbia alone has at least 4500 breeding pairs of bald eagles and the winter population reaches 30,000 individuals.

While you can see bald eagles any time of year in the Northwest, observing these birds in winter is much easier because thousands of additional birds are present and many of them gather in large numbers in traditional wintering grounds. Bare deciduous trees also contribute to ease of observation. Eagles concentrate in certain areas for the winter because of food availability and good roosting sites where they can sleep or rest. Their main food is either fish or waterfowl so they are most common along rivers with a salmon run or around large wetlands where thousands of ducks and geese spend the winter. They are also scavengers; you might come upon them feasting on roadkill, especially freshly killed deer.

Another very good reason for eagle watching in the winter is that the eagles are not being disturbed during the critical nesting season. It is still important, however, to disturb the birds as little as possible, regardless of time of year. When observing perched eagles in winter, avoid doing anything that will make them fly, causing them to expend critical energy reserves.

Novice eagle watchers are usually puzzled to see many bald eagles that aren’t bald—they don’t have a white head. Bald eagles do not get their beautiful all-white head and tail until they are mature at four or five years old. Before this age, the young eagles are primarily dark brown all over. As they get older, they begin to get mottled with varying amounts of white before they get their adult plumage of dark blackish-brown with the bright white tail and head. Incidentally, no one ever thought that bald eagles were really bald as in the hairless pate of a man. At the time when American colonists named these birds, the term balled or balde meant white or white-headed, not hairless.

In many areas it’s difficult for western eagle watchers to distinguish immature bald from immature golden eagles, which are very similar in appearance. The easiest way to tell them apart is by the distribution of white on the dark body. Immature golden eagles usually have patches of white that are neat and tidy and concentrated in two areas: the base of the primaries and the base of the tail. By contrast, immature bald eagles can have splotches of white anywhere on their body or wings; they are much messier looking. As they get older some young bald eagles get a lot of white on the underside of their body giving them a “white shield for a breast” look. This is very confusing the first time you see it.
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The best bald eagle spot in the contiguous United States is the Klamath Basin. As many as 1000 bald eagles are in the basin at times in the winter. A new refuge was added to the complex of refuges in the basin in 1978 to protect an area of old growth forest that is a vitally important roost for the birds. The Klamath Basin has become famous for its bald eagles primarily because of the annual Klamath Basin Bald Eagle Conference, which started in 1979.

After 25 years the conference developed into a major community event and now has a new name—the Klamath Basin Winter Wings Festival. The festival is run by Klamath Wing-watchers, a nonprofit organization dedicated to the wildlife of the Klamath Basin. This is a great example of ecotourism benefiting the economy of a community and the local wildlife resources. Among the activities are speakers, films, workshops, music, art exhibits, a photography contest, and, of course, field trips to see eagles and other birds. The conference also brings together wildlife experts and enthusiasts. One year Roger Tory Peterson showed up and probably autographed a million copies of his field guides. At this time of year the K-Basin is also one of the best spots in the Northwest for wintering waterfowl and raptors. The highlight of any eagle-watching trip to the area is the morning flyout from the major roost in Bear Valley NWR.

The birding will be fantastic (and hunting over) anytime in February before the festival, if you prefer no crowds and exploring on your own. Here is what I consider the basic tour of the Klamath Basin. You can make this tour in winter for raptors and waterfowl, in March or early April for huge numbers of migrating waterfowl, or later in the spring (end of April to early June) for a good variety of waterfowl, raptors, shorebirds, herons, and songbirds. No two ways about it, the five national wildlife refuges in the basin plus the state’s Klamath WA make this one of the West’s all-around greatest birding spots just about any time.

Let’s start with the bald eagle flyout. The catch is that you have to be at the site before sunrise. Oh come on, it’s not that bad because it’s winter and sunrise is late. Check the weather section of a local newspaper for the sunrise and plan to leave downtown Klamath Falls about an hour or 45 minutes before that time. Head south on US Hwy 97 from Klamath Falls (Main St in downtown becomes 97) for 13 miles. Just south of the little town of Worden you’ll pass Township Rd on your left. Turn right onto the next road you come to on the right; the sign reads “To Ashland and Keno.” Cross the railroad tracks on this paved road, and then immediately turn left onto a dirt road. In about 100 yards the road forks; go right staying on the main road. Drive west on this dirt road for about 0.5 mile to a stretch of the road that is very straight, and then pull over as far as you can and park. Stand by your car and watch toward the hills to the northwest. As it gets light you should begin to see bald eagles and rough-legged hawks fly right over your head and off to the sides. People have seen as many as 300 eagles in a morning.
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KLAMATH BASIN

When you’re ready to move on, turn your car around and go back to US 97. Turn left and head north the way you came, but get ready to turn right onto Township Rd which comes up immediately. Township Rd is a great road for a slow cruise through the farmland and along the northern border of the Lower Klamath NWR. You’ll see more eagles and rough-legged hawks, as well as red-tailed hawks, American kestrels, and northern harriers. Township Rd will intersect Lower Klamath Lake Rd; the street sign reads “L. Lake Road.” Turn right and head toward the small town of Merrill. This route does not take you into Merrill, a good stop for a hot meal if you want to make a little detour. To continue our birding route, do not go to Merrill but instead watch for Merrill Pit Rd, where you’ll turn right and go south on Merrill Pit Rd until it ends at State Line Rd, State Hwy 161. Turn left onto State Line Rd driving east about 4 miles, and you’ll reach the intersection with Hill Rd where there is a small store. Turn right and go south about 4 miles to the visitor center and headquarters for the Klamath Basin refuges. The visitor center has displays, a slide show, maps, checklists, restrooms, and friendly staff who can answer questions and give you some current information on birds.

You can make a loop from here that takes you through wetlands and then to a unique rock formation with petroglyphs. If you don’t want to take this loop, return north to State Line Rd and skip to the next paragraph. To make the loop, from the visitor center take the auto tour route through Tule Lake NWR to the petroglyphs area of Lava Beds National Monument. You’ll see an amazing cliff pocketed with hundreds of holes of varying sizes. Scan these holes with your binoculars—barn owls and prairie falcons often use them for nesting and roosting. After checking out the cliff and the petroglyphs, continue on the road, up and over the petroglyph hill. Turn left when you come to an intersection, and then drive to State Hwy 139. Turn left to head north on Hwy 139 to the intersection with State Line Rd (Hwy 161) where you’ll turn left and head west.

To view the main part of the Lower Klamath NWR, go west on State Line Rd about 7.5 miles from the store at Hill Rd. There is a signed entrance for the refuge on the south side of the road. Proceed into the refuge and follow the auto tour route, but veer to the left when you come to the first fork. At the next intersection turn right. Ask at headquarters which roads are open and where the best viewing is. Once I had a great view of a couple of river otters here that were hauled out on shore and lying right next to each other, looking like they were trying to keep each other warm. They were so big and fat they looked like little seals.

When you return to State Line Rd, turn left to head west to US 97, where you’ll turn right to go back to Klamath Falls. If you have the time, check out the Klamath WA (Miller Island Unit) owned by ODFW. In March during spring waterfowl migration Miller Island is known for the large flocks of Ross’s geese that stop there. To see Miller Island, turn left onto Miller Island Rd which is just south of where US 97 crosses the railroad tracks, about 5 miles south of Klamath Falls. It’s just one road, with a few dead end spurs, going through the wildlife area. After Miller Island it’s a short drive back to your starting point in Klamath Falls.

Residents of the Portland area have a couple of nearby places for viewing eagles: Sauvie Island and Ridgefield NWR (coming up in Washington Best Bets). Sauvie Island, the large island in the confluence of the Willamette and Columbia rivers, is well known to Portlanders for bicycling, boating, going to the beach, and buying fresh produce. It is also one of the best and most visited birding spots in northwestern Oregon. About half of the island is the Sauvie Island WA, managed by ODFW. You must have a Sauvie Island parking permit to park on ODFW land, which includes the three places described here. You can buy a permit for the day or for the year at the Cracker Barrel store as you first come onto the island, as well as at other retail outlets back in town. A map of Sauvie Island is in October (Sandhill Cranes).

Before the wonderful recovery of the eagle population, you had to be in a certain place at sunrise to ensure you would see a few bald eagles on the island. Now it’s pretty easy to see numerous bald eagles by cruising the main roads watching for perched eagles in the bare trees, and then stopping at three main wildlife-watching spots. As you come off the Sauvie Island Bridge you will be headed north on Sauvie Island Rd. In 2 miles you’ll reach the intersection with Reeder Rd; turn right onto Reeder. You will pass Oak Island Rd, a good birding road in general, and in 3 miles watch for a parking area on your left—Coon Point. Park here and you’ll see a long ramp going up to the top of a big dike. Walk to the top of the dike where you’ll have a fantastic view over a big chunk of the island. From this vantage point you’ll see geese, ducks, raptors, and maybe cranes and swans. And of course, some bald eagles. The best place to look is in the big trees on the other side of the body of water right in front of you. This is to the northwest, but it’s easy to lose your compass bearings on the island. You’ll see some great blue heron nests in the closest grove of big cottonwoods, and a few eagles are usually perched in the same trees. If you don’t see them there just keep scanning the trees to the right of the heron nests. This spot is a great place to hang out, check out the ducks, and keep scanning in all directions.

From Coon Point get back onto Reeder Rd and continue the direction you were going until you get to Gillihan Rd. Turn left to remain on Reeder Rd and drive another 3 miles, watching for another parking area on your left. You’ll see a wooden wildlife-viewing platform, which has a view over a wetland area where you can scan the possible perches and watch the sky.

The third spot is the end of Rentenaar Rd. Continue on Reeder Rd about 2.5 miles to the intersection of Reeder and Rentenaar roads. The small building here is a hunting check station, which should be closed and not in use in February. Stop here in the parking area for the check station and look across Rentenaar Rd to the north for some big nests in the cottonwoods growing between the fields. Bald eagles have been nesting in this area for several years, and chances are good you will find an active nest and some eagles. After looking this area over get back on Rentenaar and continue driving to the end of the road. Warning: this road regularly gets flooded. Proceed with caution and drive carefully through any water on the road. You may not make it to the end. If you do, park and once again walk to the top of the dike. You now have another fabulous vantage point to look for bald eagles, other raptors, sandhill cranes, snow geese, Canada geese, tundra swans, and a whole mess of ducks. You will head back the same way so you can check the other two areas again.
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Every year, starting in November, about 500 bald eagles come to the upper Skagit River to eat spawning chum salmon. Numbers build through January and then eagles slowly start departing until they have dispersed by mid-March. Several nesting pairs remain in the area all year. As in Klamath Falls, local eagle enthusiasts have started an annual festival. The Upper Skagit Bald Eagle Festival, a weekend at the end of January or in early February, is a major community event. The Skagit River Bald Eagle Awareness Team (SRBEAT) is the private, nonprofit organization that runs the festival and operates the Skagit River Bald Eagle Interpretive Center in Rockport.

The center of the eagle gathering is along the Skagit River between the towns of Rockport and Marblemount on State Hwy 20, the North Cascades Highway. Starting in Rockport you can walk from the Skagit River Bald Eagle Interpretive Center on Alfred St to Howard Miller Steelhead County Park. You can view the river to look for eagles from the park or walk onto the bridge over the Skagit for State Route 530 and look upstream and downstream from this vantage point. A sidewalk on the bridge makes it safe for pedestrian eagle watchers, but be sure to stay on the sidewalk.

Another choice spot is upstream from Rockport on Hwy 20 at the milepost 100 rest area, next to the Skagit River. The third and last stop on the regular eagle route is the Marblemount Fish Hatchery farther upstream. In Marblemount cross the Skagit River bridge, drive past the boat launch, and then go over the Cascade River bridge to the hatchery on the Rockport-Cascade Rd. If you are interested in hatchery operations there are tours on weekends during prime eagle time, but people mainly come here to park in the public parking area and scan the area around the hatchery for eagles and the many other waterbirds that hang out here.

The dramatically increasing popularity of eagle watching on the Skagit could disturb the birds; please stay in the parking and viewing areas at these spots, and do not try to get closer. Presently, people are allowed to boat down the Skagit through the area to see the eagles during the middle of the day when they are not actively feeding. Commercial outfitters in the area offer eagle viewing trips. All boaters must stay in their boats while in the area and are asked to float quietly with as little movement as possible.

The San Juan Islands have had the highest density of nesting bald eagles in Washington. As is the common pattern in the Pacific Northwest, these year-round residents are joined by others in the winter. If you spend any time in the San Juans, you are bound to see some bald eagles. The easiest way to see them is from the Washington State ferries that serve the islands. Also, don’t forget the Skagit and Samish flats described in January (Wintering Raptors). Given the possibilities for other exciting raptors here, bald eagles would be considered rather ordinary in “the flats.”
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As you head farther north, especially along the coast, you run into more and more bald eagles. Hence, seeing a bald eagle in British Columbia is almost considered ho-hum. In fact, in 1994 the Squamish River Valley near Brackendale broke the world record for the most bald eagles counted in one area in one day: 3766. This beats the record of 3495 by well-publicized Chilkat, Alaska, and has even led some Canadian naturalists to gloat, a shocking development from a group known for their politeness and decorum. This ultimate eagle winter gathering is the result of a winter run of chum salmon in the Squamish River, just like the Skagit River. The heart of the action is between the small towns of Squamish and Brackendale, about 40 miles north of Vancouver on Hwy 99, the Sea to Sky Highway. The 20th annual Brackendale Winter Eagle Festival and Count was celebrated in 2006. The festival is the entire month of January and offers a variety of events including natural history, art, theater, and music. Headquarters for the festival is the unique Brackendale Art Gallery Theatre Teahouse founded by Thor Froslev, originator of the festival (www.brackendaleartgallery.com).

For the best eagle viewing, exit Hwy 99 just north of Squamish at Centennial St. Go left on Centennial and in a short distance turn right onto Government Rd. You will cross the Mamquam River, a tributary of the Squamish River, then drive north toward Brackendale, parallel with the Squamish River. You could see bald eagles anywhere along this route, but in about one mile from Mamquam River you will be in “eagle run,” the area with the best viewing. You will soon come to the obvious eagle viewing spot across the road from an Easter Seal camp. Viewing is from the top of the dike, and from this point you are looking west across the Squamish River into Brackendale Eagles PP, established specifically as a wintering area for the eagles. The park is essentially a wilderness area with restricted access; none at all in the winter. January is the best time to see the bald eagles here, but plenty hang around into February.

In 2005 Vancouver had at least 12 active bald eagle nests, including four in Stanley Park and three in residential yards. In Stanley Park, the Dining Pavilion Nest, as it is known, is on the top of a huge Douglas-fir tree between the Dining Pavilion and Malkin Bowl, home of summer concerts. The report on the nesting bald eagles of Vancouver by the Stanley Park Ecological Society states, “The eagles have a bird’s eye view of concerts and plays for much of their time in the nest. The tree is in a grassy maintained area of Stanley Park and frequently has sunbathers and picnics on the grass beneath the nest.” If you can’t find bald eagles in British Columbia, you aren’t looking.



WINTERING WATERFOWL

With its mild winters, thousands of miles of coastline, numerous bays and estuaries, and freshwater wetlands, the Pacific Northwest is a waterbird’s winter wonderland. Not just ducks, but other waterbirds like loons, grebes, and gulls, find the trip to our coast perfectly adequate for escaping the rigors of winter in their breeding grounds without the longer and more dangerous flight to Latin America.

The bottom line for survival of waterbirds is ice, or the lack of it. As long as there is enough open water for feeding, drinking, and safety from predators, waterbirds can withstand very low temperatures. After all, they do have the original down parkas. But when the water freezes solid, it’s time to go. How far a particular bird migrates each year will vary somewhat with the weather, but ancient routes and destinations are well established. In our region, the abundance and distribution of wintering waterbirds in the area east of the Cascades can vary a lot from year to year, or even week to week. The ocean, however, never freezes, and the western parts of our states and province are the winter home of millions of waterfowl and other waterbirds every year.

What’s the difference between the terms waterbird and waterfowl? Waterbird is a general term, which varies in usage, but usually refers to any bird that can swim: a duck, loon, cormorant, gull, or coot. Sometimes people also use the term for waders, such as herons and sandpipers. Waterfowl, on the other hand, is very specific and means the group or order of birds that consist of the ducks, geese and swans. Swans and geese have their own chapters, so here we’ll concentrate on ducks.

Winter waterfowl first start arriving in September, making for generally good waterfowl watching from October through spring migration. But a little problem gets in the way—hunting season. Waterfowl hunting usually starts the second week of October and goes well into January. Breaks in the hunting during this period offer some good waterfowl watching, but you have to know the right places and the right times. Many people just wait until the hunting is over before doing serious waterfowl watching.

Ducks are some of the most familiar and well-known birds to North Americans. I’ll bet most kids can recognize and name a duck before any other type of bird. And no wonder; ducks are distinctive-looking animals and are very popular—everybody knows what a duck looks like. However, what most people don’t realize is how many different kinds of ducks there are. The Northwest has 28 species of ducks that regularly occur and that’s not counting geese and swans.

With so many kinds, it’s easy to get your ducks mixed up. Fortunately, most ducks are easy to identify. If you get a good look at a male duck you should be able to identify him with any good field guide. The females are much harder to identify because they are very plain and look a lot more like each other. Learn your males first, and then try your hand at the females. Be aware of what is known as the “eclipse plumage,” the non-breeding-plumage ducks have for a few months right after the breeding season. During this period in summer and fall the birds go through a complete molt into a new breeding plumage. While “in eclipse” and molting, the males look like the females and everyone is pretty much a mess, making this the hardest time to identify ducks. This molting process is so variable that very few books show eclipse plumages.

One way to sort out the ducks is to know the main groups or subfamilies to which they belong. Puddle ducks or dabbling ducks rarely dive or swim underwater. They feed from the surface by sticking their heads underwater to reach for plants or animal food and often tip up, with their tails pointing toward the sky. Our common puddle ducks are mallard, northern pintail, northern shoveler, gadwall, American wigeon, and green-winged teal. The Eurasian wigeon is also here every winter but in very small numbers. The blue-winged and cinnamon teal are unusual because they come here to nest and are our only puddle ducks more common here in the summer. The beautiful wood duck is in a group of its own, but its behavior is similar to that of a puddle duck. Wood ducks are year-round residents but much more conspicuous in the winter.

The diving ducks actively dive from the surface and swim underwater after food. Like puddle ducks, they eat both plants and animals, but diving ducks eat a higher proportion of animal foods. Many of these ducks have bold black and white patterns. They are usually seen in deeper water than the puddle ducks, and they have to run along the surface to take off—the puddle ducks seem to just jump into the air. Our diving ducks are the lesser scaup, the greater scaup, the ring-necked duck, the canvasback, the redhead, the bufflehead, the common goldeneye, and the Barrow’s goldeneye. The goldeneyes are much more localized than the others and more common to the north. The redhead is not common in our region.

Some of the diving ducks are often called sea ducks because they are usually seen in salt water, mostly in bays but also out past the breakers in the ocean. Our sea ducks that winter along the coast are the surf scoter, the white-winged scoter, the black scoter, the harlequin duck, and the long-tailed duck (formerly oldsquaw). The long-tailed duck is another winter visitor that is more localized and much more common farther north.

Another small group of ducks is the three mergansers—common, red-breasted and hooded—all highly adapted for swimming after and grabbing fish underwater. A merganser is easy to recognize by its unique bill, which is narrow, hooked, and lined with toothlike serrations that gives it the nickname “sawbill.” In a group by itself is the little, plump ruddy duck, which is a common winter visitor west of the Cascades and a common breeder east of the mountains.

It is amazing that you can see most of these in one day. Finding ducks in winter in the Northwest is about as easy as finding water. Almost any good wetland habitat with open water will have some waterfowl. The west side of our region, with milder and more consistent weather, has more birds and is more predictable than the east side. Since a majority of the national wildlife refuges were established primarily to protect habitat for waterfowl, almost any refuge is an excellent place to look for wintering waterfowl. Our many coastal bays and estuaries and the Salish Sea provide a tremendous number of opportunities for viewing waterfowl.
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Any estuary in Oregon has good waterfowl potential, but two favorites are Tillamook and Yaquina bays. US Hwy 101 borders the eastern edge of Tillamook Bay for several miles from the small town of Bay City to the tiny settlement of Barview. In several places along this stretch of US 101, you can pull over to view the birds in Tillamook Bay. Use good judgment and watch carefully for traffic—101 is a very busy highway. The north jetty of Tillamook Bay, called Barview Jetty, still has an intact road from repair work done in 1991. The road is slowly washing away, but at this writing enough remains that you can walk toward the end. You’ll usually see more birds inside the channel than outside of the jetty, but check both areas for waterfowl, alcids, loons, and gulls. To reach the jetty drive west through Barview Jetty County Park (possible fee) to a parking area at the base of the jetty. The road to the county park intersects US 101 in the tiny settlement of Barview, just over one mile north of the small town of Garibaldi. There are signs for the park.
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YAQUINA BAY

Yaquina Bay and the Newport area are one of Oregon’s best birding sites as well as the center for many other recreational activities. It is the home of the excellent Oregon Coast Aquarium and the Hatfield Marine Science Center and the departure point for whale watching and pelagic birding boat trips. The three best winter viewing spots around Yaquina Bay for many kinds of waterbirds—waterfowl, loons, grebes, gulls, shorebirds, and alcids—are the south jetty, the marine center shoreline, and Sally’s Bend.

You can drive on the south jetty of Yaquina Bay for quite a distance, but eventually you will have to decide when it’s too rough and to park and walk. You’ll see a variety of waterfowl and seabirds from this jetty. Head south on US 101 out of Newport, drive over the bay on the Yaquina Bay Bridge, and as soon as you come off the bridge, turn right following the signs for the Oregon Coast Aquarium and the Hatfield Marine Science Center. Coming off US 101, you will curve around to your right and head back north. Do not stay on this road as it goes under the bridge and to the science center and aquarium, but instead turn left onto 26th St. Drive west on 26th St—it becomes the road going out onto the jetty. The road worsens as you go, stop when you know you can get back out.

The second area, near the Hatfield Marine Science Center, is the bay shore, which is also a great area for shorebirds. To reach the marine science center from the central part of Newport, drive south on US 101 and over the bay bridge. After you come off the bridge, turn right on Abalone St and follow the signs to the Hatfield Marine Science Center. Park in the main parking lot. From the northeast corner of the parking lot, a trail heads east and gives you access and views to much more of the bay. High tide is best. While you’re in this area you can visit the Marine Science Center or the Oregon Coast Aquarium.

The third part of Yaquina Bay is the area known as Sally’s Bend, accessible from the north side of the bay in the old waterfront part of town. Take the main road, Yaquina Bay Rd, and head east toward Toledo. About 10 miles out of town you’ll see huge storage tanks for natural gas on your right. Near the tanks is a dirt road that goes to a public dock for fishing and viewing. This is an excellent spot to scope the bay for birds. Waterfowl often hang out in the area just east of the viewpoint. Afternoon birding is best.

Three areas east of the Cascades are usually excellent for winter waterfowl, although they are subject to freezing, as are all east-side locations. Summer Lake and the Klamath Basin are described in other chapters. An additional spot in the Klamath Basin is Lake Ewauna, a small lake formed by the Link River just south of the old downtown part of Klamath Falls. To view the lake head south on Main St through downtown Klamath Falls. Just before you go over the Link River and under US Hwy 97, turn left onto Conger Ave and take it to the parking area for the small park on the lake-shore. At the main viewing area you can scan the lake for puddle and diving ducks, including goldeneyes. You’ll also see gulls, Canada geese, and often a bald eagle or two.

The third area is at the opposite end of the state. Near Hermiston are Cold Springs and Umatilla national wildlife refuges. Both usually have lots of waterfowl, and the birds travel between the two areas. Parts of Umatilla NWR include the Columbia River so when everywhere else freezes up, the birds can usually be found on the river.

To get to Cold Springs NWR starting from downtown Hermiston take Main St east until it angles off to the northeast and becomes State Hwy 207. Go about 3 miles and just past the fire station turn right to head east on Punkin Center Rd (also called County Rd 1250) following signs to Cold Springs Reservoir. Turn east on Punkin Center Rd and in 2 miles it will turn to dirt and a bit farther it forks. Turn to the right, over the train tracks, and into the refuge. The road goes over the dam and then follows the south shore of the reservoir. As you cross the dam you can see lots of birds from your car. Along the road are several places to park and walk to the lakeshore for viewing. The area is also good for raptors and wintering songbirds, which like the thick stands of cottonwood, willow, and Russian olive.

Umatilla NWR is spread out along the Columbia on the Washington and Oregon sides. The refuge has different units, but the easiest viewing is from the auto tour route in the McCormack Slough area, which also has a small information center. From Interstate 84, just east of Boardman, take the exit for US 730 to Walla Walla. In 3.5 miles turn left to head north on Paterson Ferry Rd (there is a sign for the refuge). In 1.5 miles you’ll come to the information center; check to see if printed information is available. Outhouses are also available. The auto tour route starts here, crosses McCormack Slough, and then winds through some other wetland areas and large irrigated crop circles. No, not the ones aliens leave; the kind farmers make. You may find yourself among geese, which often forage in fallow winter fields.
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The array of bays and coves along the vast shoreline of the mainland and the islands in the Salish Sea present an overwhelming range of possibilities. Some of the better spots described in other chapters are Ediz Hook, Skagit Bay, Birch Bay, Kayak Point, and Padilla Bay.

Dungeness NWR includes Dungeness Spit, the largest natural sand spit in the United States. The calm waters, beaches, and tideflats caused by this 5.5-mile spit next to the Dungeness River Estuary provides outstanding habitat for waterfowl, shorebirds, and many other birds. Hiking is permitted all the way to the tip, but a walk along any portion of the spit will provide some excellent wildlife views. The trail to the spit passes through a forest, which can be very lively with songbirds, including red crossbills and Hutton’s vireos—often hard-to-find birds.

Finding Dungeness NWR is easy; the way is well signed. From US 101, about 10 miles east of Port Angeles (4 miles west of Sequim), go north on Kitchen Dick Rd. You’ll make a short jog to the right on Lotzgesell Rd then turn left and drive through Dungeness Recreation Area, a large Clallam County park, to get to the parking area for the refuge and the trailhead. You can usually find maps and bird checklists here, as well as the fee station for visiting the refuge. The trail will take you through the coniferous forest to the bluff overlooking the spit. From here you’ll get an idea of where the most birds are hanging out and can plan where to go on the spit. It’s a pretty steep trail down to the spit. You’ll usually see a sample of the different species of birds present without having to walk very far out on the spit. Allow four hours to take the trail to the end, where you’ll feel as if you’re standing in the middle of the Strait of Juan de Fuca.

In eastern Washington wetlands may freeze completely during some winters, in which case the waterfowl will be on the Columbia River or farther south. McNary NWR is just southeast of the confluence of the Snake and Columbia rivers, near the town of Burbank, and usually remains open all winter. From US Hwy 12 turn east onto Maple St where a sign directs you to refuge headquarters in 0.25 mile. From headquarters, where maps should be available, continue east on Maple a bit, then turn left to head north on Lake Rd. Soon after turning onto Lake Rd, you’ll reach a small parking area on your right where you can check Burbank Slough, usually loaded with ducks. Be sure to also check the area where Humorist Rd crosses the slough. In your car, head south on Lake Rd until you come to Humorist, and turn left and head east until you cross the slough again. Several parking areas are near the crossing, but birds are often close to the road so do as much viewing as you can from your car while on Humorist (which has little traffic). Then continue east a short distance uphill, where you’ll be able to see more of the slough and more distant birds without scaring them away. Be on the lookout for white pelicans—McNary is one of the most predictable places to see these unique birds in Washington, although they may not be around during the coldest months.

The Wallula Unit of McNary NWR is 11 miles south of Burbank at the confluence of the Walla Walla River and the Columbia. The best viewing is on the north side. From US 12, just north of its junction with US 730, turn east onto North Shore Rd. This is the first road north of the Walla Walla River and is also signed “Madame Dorian Park.” Take the left fork immediately after getting on North Shore Rd and head east. In just under 0.5 mile you’ll reach an overlook where maps may be available. Here you’ll get your first good view of a lake that is usually loaded with birds. Continue along North Shore Rd for more good views of the lake for another 0.5 mile. After 2 miles you’ll have good views of fields that are planted with food crops for waterfowl. Because the fields are usually flooded in the winter, they are often as popular with waterfowl as the lake.
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Vancouver is almost surrounded by water, and the Fraser River delta looks like a peninsula sticking out into the Strait of Georgia. With all this water it is not surprising that the Georgia Depression, the name for this ecoprovince, has the most moderate climate and the mildest winters in Canada. Sounds like a winter paradise for waterfowl and other waterbirds, and indeed it is. The waters around Vancouver and Boundary Bay have the largest concentration of wintering waterfowl in Canada, and every year this ecoprovince has the highest number of species on the annual Christmas Bird Count. No surprise then that many areas around Vancouver and Victoria offer fabulous winter waterfowl watching.

Stanley Park, in downtown Vancouver, is a huge park with a bird list of an astonishing 230 species. The park is surrounded by Burrard Inlet and English Bay, both swarming not only with scads of ducks but also loons, grebes, cormorants, gulls, and pigeon guillemots. The outer perimeter of Stanley Park is a seawall with a walkway that offers outstanding views. The area offshore from Ferguson Point, on the west side of the park, seems to be one of the best views. This is right near the Teahouse Restaurant and Third Beach, which has parking, restrooms, and easy access to the walk.

A wonderful example of wildlife in a city is Lost Lagoon Lake in Stanley Park, one of the best spots for ducks in the area. You can look at thousands of scaup, goldeneye, bufflehead, ring-necked, and other diving ducks in the water with the skyline of downtown Vancouver in the background. Don’t be surprised if a bald eagle flies over also. Parking near Lost Lagoon Lake can be a challenge, and parking in the park is metered, so have plenty of Loonies (Canadian one-dollar coins) with you. If you have taken the perimeter road (one way) around the park to Third Beach and Ferguson Point, you can continue from there to North Lagoon Dr, where you’ll turn left and drive along the north shore of the lake. There are parking spots along this road, which is not heavily used in the winter. After parking you can walk around the lake, going to the west away from the traffic. Take the stone bridge over the lake’s outlet at the west end to the south shore trail. There are some feeders in the bushes around the bridge, and the area is usually hopping with sparrows, juncos, chickadees, and towhees. The Stanley Park Ecology Society is in the Nature House (an old boat house) tucked into the southeast shore of the lagoon. If you walk along the south shore, where you have the best light, you will reach the Nature House just before you get to Georgia St. Nature House hours vary with the seasons. For information about Nature House hours and programs, and about the Ecology Society, go to www.stanleyparkecology.ca.

In North Vancouver (where motel rates are much lower than in downtown) you can see the same birds at Ambleside Park, which offers easy parking in an uncrowded setting. Head toward West Vancouver on Marine Dr from the Lions Gate Bridge. Drive past the big Park Royal Shopping Center and watch for 13th St. Turn left onto 13th St, cross the railroad tracks, and then turn left again into Ambleside Park. Drive as far as you can back toward the Lions Gate Bridge and park in the farthest east parking area. In front of you will be Burrard Inlet (saltwater) and behind you a pond (freshwater), offering a nice variety of ducks, gulls, and possible loons, grebes, and cormorants.

Many other areas around Vancouver are good for winter waterbirds. Some other Best Bets south of Vancouver are Iona Island, Boundary Bay, George C. Reifel Migratory Bird Sanctuary, and Roberts Bank Coalport.

Near Victoria are three Best Bets: the Victoria breakwater, Martindale Flats, and Esquimalt and Witty’s lagoons. The breakwater along the southeastern shoreline of Victoria is described in Great Gangs of Gulls and Martindale Flats is described in January (Swans). You can get to Esquimalt and Witty’s lagoons on the same route. Esquimalt is an easy “spot them from the car” place. At Witty’s Lagoon you’ll walk through a variety of habitats to the lagoon—it’s much more of a nature hike. You should stop at Esquimalt Lagoon first, and then decide whether to continue to Witty’s Lagoon or head somewhere else.

To get to Esquimalt Lagoon head east from Victoria on Trans-Canada Highway 1 for about 4 miles. Exit at Helmcken Rd and head south (away from the hospital) to the Island Highway (Hwy 1A). Turn right and head west on Hwy 1A. Stay on it as it curves around to the left through a confusing series of intersections. After about one mile from Helmcken you will pass a landmark, the Six Mile Pub. Continue on 1A past the pub for another mile, and then turn left onto Ocean Blvd, following signs for Fort Rodd Hill Park. Drive past Fort Rodd Hill Park staying on Ocean and following signs to Esquimalt Lagoon. About 2 miles from Hwy 1A, you’ll drive onto the sand spit that separates the lagoon from the Juan de Fuca Strait. Drive down the spit and, scanning both sides, carefully pull over any place that looks interesting. There should be a good variety of loons, grebes, and gulls, in addition to waterfowl. You may also see one of the mute swans, an introduced invasive species that has become established on the southern end of Vancouver Island.

To continue to Witty’s Lagoon, drive south on Ocean to the end of the spit, and then turn right onto Lagoon Rd. In about 0.5 mile, turn left onto Mitchosin Rd and head south. In a little over 2 miles you’ll reach the parking area and entrance for Witty’s Lagoon RP. If the visitor center is open, you can get a map and a bird checklist. Picnic tables and outhouses are available. The park also has large, beautiful madrone trees, which are called arbutus trees in Canada. Take the trail down toward the lagoon and go right and over the footbridge, taking the trail that goes near the south shore of the lagoon to the spit that separates Witty’s Lagoon from Parry Bay. You’ll pass through several habitats and could see a good variety of land birds—the park’s checklist is just over 120 species. As you near the spit you’ll find several places where you can search both the lagoon and the waters of Parry Bay for waterbirds. To return to Victoria, take Mitchosin road north back the way you came.



NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGES: A CLOSER LOOK

It happens every time I take a birding class on our first field trip to a national wildlife refuge. At some point I mention that during hunting season some areas are closed to birdwatching because of hunting. “What, hunting? On a wildlife refuge? How can that be?” Some people are surprised, others outraged, to learn that hunting is allowed on a wildlife refuge. Part of the confusion lies in the word “refuge,” which means a protected place and in common usage is pretty much synonymous with “sanctuary.” However, different kinds of refuges exist. A national wildlife refuge is a specific type of federal land managed by the USFWS with very specific management objectives. Regulated hunting is allowed on about half of the national wildlife refuges where it is considered compatible with the management goals and objectives of the refuge.

Comments about hunting on national wildlife refuges often reveal confusion and misunderstanding about the history and purposes of the NWRS. A brief overview of its history can help clarify.

The earliest stages of what would be called the conservation movement began in the 1870s. The extinction of the passenger pigeon and near extinction of the American bison, both unbelievably abundant just a few decades earlier, were some of America’s first wake-up calls to the destruction of our natural resources. Some of the earliest actions taken were the establishment of Yellowstone NP in 1872, the passage of the first state game laws, and the creation of state game departments. Early conservationists such as Teddy Roosevelt, Gifford Pinchot, George Grinnell, and John Muir began to influence political leaders and the general public. By World War I a broad-based, popular conservation movement was under way along with a growing awareness of the impact of human activities on wildlife and nature.

An important landmark was the establishment of the first national wildlife refuge in 1903 by President Theodore Roosevelt. Like most of the early conservation activists, Teddy was a sportsman—his interest in wildlife was tied to his love of hunting. Throughout the history of wildlife conservation in the United States and Canada, many of the most important people and groups have been hunters (and anglers). The most familiar case of sportsmen helping wildlife conservation is the Migratory Bird Hunting and Conservation Stamp, usually called the Duck Stamp. The Duck Stamp Act in 1934 established the process by which hunters buy the current year’s Duck Stamp to legally hunt waterfowl in the United States. The money goes into the Migratory Bird Conservation Fund, which is used to acquire land for national wildlife refuges.

The Duck Stamp program was extremely important for the acquisition of land in the beginning of the NWRS. However, over time additional and greater sources of funds for refuge acquisition have been developed. Since the early 1960s duck stamp funds have accounted for about a fifth of the total money used to buy land. In addition, the direct purchase of land is not the main avenue for refuge land acquisition. Most of the land in the NWRS has been simply reclassified from land already in the public domain.

Getting the land for the refuges is one cost, but equally important is the money needed to operate, maintain, and improve the refuges already in the system. Since 1961 the funds for refuge maintenance, administration, operations, and law enforcement have come from general taxpayer receipts at the level of about $300 million a year.

The total funding for the system is inadequate. A 1992 report by the Commission on New Directions for the NWRS said the system “suffers chronic fiscal starvation and administrative neglect.” The situation has improved little since then. In the last few decades the NWRS has accumulated a $2.5 billion backlog of deferred maintenance and operations. The amount of funding per acre for the smaller National Park System is seven times greater than that for the refuges, and funding per acre for the larger National Forest System is four times greater than that for NWRS. The budget for operating and maintaining the largest system in the world of lands and waterways set aside specifically for wildlife is ridiculously low. Some refuges have begun to charge an admission fee to cover basic maintenance, and a national fee system is possible in the future. It is a good idea to check on the fee situation before visiting a refuge. These certainly are changing times for public lands.

Despite financial hardships, a great moment in the history of the NWRS occurred in 1997. Debate about the purposes of the refuges had been ongoing since the beginning of the refuge system. Some people felt that the refuges should be for the protection of wildlife and habitat, while others wanted to bring their jet skis, snowmobiles, and off-road vehicles. This group of users, and especially the industries that make these machines, advocated and lobbied for the refuges to be motorized recreation sites as much as they were areas for hunting and fishing. Energy and mining companies continue to apply political pressure to have oil, gas, and mineral extraction allowed on refuges.

Fortunately, in 1997 Congress passed the NWRS Improvement Act, which mandates that wildlife conservation is the singular mission of the refuge system, and human activities must be consistent with that mission. At the same time the act gives priority to certain wildlife-dependent recreational uses on national wildlife refuges—hunting, fishing, wildlife observation and photography, and environmental education and interpretation. The controversy continues, and some activities still need to be eliminated on some refuges. However, in the history of the national wildlife refuges the goals and purposes for the 95-million acre system have never been clearer: it is wildlife conservation, first and foremost.

The National Wildlife Refuge Association is a private nonprofit organization dedicated to protecting, enhancing, and expanding the NWRS. Individual memberships help support the association’s work (www.refugenet.org). Also, a coalition of 20 organizations called C.A.R.E. (Cooperative Alliance for Refuge Enhancement) have banded together to advocate for the NWRS. They are another excellent source of information about advocacy for the national wildlife refuges and can be contacted through the National Wildlife Refuge Association.

GREAT GANGS OF GULLS

Ask any kid to name a bird that lives at the beach and the answer will be sea gulls, for gulls are the most conspicuous wildlife along almost any stretch of coastline in North America. In our region “sea gull” is one of the first birds young children learn to identify, right along with duck and owl. It’s kind of ironic then that no bird has the official common name sea gull. This always comes as a surprise whenever I mention it in birdwatching classes or programs. How can I say there is no such thing as a sea gull? What do I mean by official common name?

Bird watchers are lucky because ornithologists have established a system whereby every bird in North America has one official common name in English that everybody uses. This is not the case with other animals and plants, where there is often lots of confusion over common names. To be accurate and consistent with other living things, scientists and amateur naturalists are forced to use the mumbo jumbo of scientific names, something that turns off a lot of people. But with birds the situation is wonderful. The A.O.U. (American Ornithologists Union) establishes the common names and then books, birders, and naturalists, professional or amateur, use them. This way it is always clear what people are talking about. Sometimes the names are changed, such as oldsquaw to long-tailed duck or rock dove to rock pigeon, but overall, the system makes learning and using bird names easy.

So, if they aren’t sea gulls, what are they? Well, they are gulls—lots of different kinds of gulls with different names like western gull or mew gull, but all gulls. Gulls are found throughout the world in coastal areas, rivers and lakes, and marshes. Sea gull is a misleading name because few gulls spend much time in the open ocean, and many live inland in freshwater habitats. Some gulls never even see an ocean in their life. But they are definitely waterbirds and are well adapted for swimming with webbed feet, as are ducks. Gulls do not swim underwater as many waterbirds do and only very rarely dive into the water like their close relatives the terns. Gulls swim on the surface and either pick food off the surface or poke their head underwater to grab it. They also spend lots of time walking on the shores of oceans, rivers, and lakes eating whatever they can find that has been washed ashore.

Gulls are omnivorous and will eat almost anything, including carrion. Their importance as scavengers has long been recognized by complete legal protection. They are often called the garbage men of the beach. Like many other omnivores, gulls are quite intelligent and adaptable and are famous for some of their feeding behaviors. Gulls will fly over rocks with mollusks (mussels, clams) and drop the mollusks on the rocks to crack them open. Some gulls have even learned to leave hard-shelled animals scattered over parking lots where cars will run over them and crack them open. If you have ever picnicked on the beach, you know that gulls can quickly determine if people have food and will move in for handouts or the chance to snatch a morsel from the inattentive picnicker. Some people enjoy launching crackers or slices of bread like Frisbees and watching the gulls’ skill at snatching them out of the air. This is not, however, a healthy diet for gulls.

Gulls are one of the most gregarious of birds and are always in flocks, even when nesting. Sometimes they form huge flocks numbering in the thousands with several species intermixed. You may see different species side-by-side, allowing you to compare their field marks.

As birders know, gulls present identification problems. Most of the many different species are similar in appearance. Even worse, each has a breeding plumage that is different from its non-breeding (or winter) plumage. Plus, gulls take two, three, or even four years to get their adult plumage. Immature gulls are really a bird identification nightmare: don’t even think about trying to identify immature gulls until you’ve got a good handle on the adults. Gull identification usually centers on the color of the mantle (the top of the wings and back), contrast between the mantle and the wing tips, bill color and markings, and leg color.

The Pacific Northwest, with its coastline and freshwater habitats, is great gull country. Thirteen species of gulls, almost a third of the world’s total species, are regularly seen in our region, although some are much more common than others. There are also a few rarities that only show up occasionally. Winter is the best time to see gulls because many breed north of us or in the interior and spend the winter along our coast. During the winter there is plenty of gull movement and many are also seen along interior rivers and unfrozen lakes, and in urban areas where there is food. However, the best gull action is on the coast.

Two gulls breed along our coastline and are common there all year, the western gull and the glaucous-winged gull. Glaucous-winged are more common as you go north; the opposite is true for western gulls—they are more common the farther south you go. The two interbreed regularly where they occur together, and some question whether they are really separate species. The other common, year-round gulls in our region are the ring-billed and California gulls, which are common breeders in the interior and spend a lot of time on the coast. Six gulls breed north of us and pass through during migration or spend the winter here: Bonaparte’s, mew, herring, Thayer’s, and glaucous gulls and the black-legged kittiwake. Of these six, the glaucous gull (not to be confused with the glaucous-winged) is really a bird of the far north and is the rarest of the gulls seen regularly. Three other gulls occur in small numbers in winter. Sabine’s gulls are seen regularly during migration but are usually well off shore, so they are normally seen on pelagic birding boat trips. Franklin’s and Heermann’s gulls are summer visitors who stay into the fall but are usually not around all winter.

During the winter you can find gulls near almost any large body of unfrozen water. They are particularly numerous on the edges of estuaries and bays and in wet pastures and fields along the coast. They are common at garbage dumps and sewage treatment ponds—not the most scenic spots for birding, but often productive. At city park ponds where ducks are fed they’ll be there for a handout. They often congregate in large numbers around a good food supply; for example, at places such as fish cleaning tables on a wharf. Unless regularly harassed, they show almost no fear of people and are usually easy to approach.


[image: Image] GREAT GANGS OF GULLS BEST BETS OREGON

Westmoreland Park, in the Sellwood-Moreland neighborhood of Southeast Portland, has many different species of gulls in a small area, making it a good place to practice your identification skills. Portland birdwatchers will often stop there when going between Crystal Springs Park and Oaks Bottom Wildlife Refuge. These three Portland city parks make for an awesome trio of urban wetlands, sometimes resulting in a dozen different species of ducks alone. Westmoreland Park is the spot for the gulls because many well-intentioned but misguided people go there to feed the birds bread. Head east on Bybee Blvd from its intersection with SE Milwaukie in the Westmoreland district and turn right on SE 22nd Ave. Drive south on 22nd until you can see the lake in the park, and then park on the street. Check out the area on the west side of the lake and along the outlet stream that flows south. Unless they have gone to feed on smelt in the Columbia River, you should be able to find plenty of gulls: glaucous-winged, herring, Thayer’s, California, ring-billed, mew, and occasionally Bonaparte’s.
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Ediz Hook, the large spit that shelters Port Angeles harbor, provides some great birding, including gulls. It is considered one of the better spots in the state to find large rare gulls, such as the glaucous gull, and is a good place to work on separating herring from Thayer’s gulls. Ediz Hook also has a nice variety of shorebirds, wintering waterfowl, and sea birds, including long-tailed and harlequin ducks. In the town of Port Angeles, get on Front St (one of the main east–west streets near the waterfront) and take it west until it turns into Marine Dr. Continue on Marine Dr, driving through the middle of the huge Daishowa paper plant (which will seem a bit odd). Just keep going, watch for the stop sign and go slow, and follow any Coast Guard and Ediz Hook signs you see. The public road ends at the gate and parking area for the Coast Guard station. You cannot go into the Coast Guard area, but you can stop anywhere along the spit between the paper plant and the Coast Guard station. Most birds will be inside the harbor, but it’s worth checking the other side a few times. The big rafts of logs often attract shorebirds and gulls, as well as other birds.

Grays Harbor, one of the largest estuaries on the west coast, is one of the state’s most famous birding spots. The southern end of the Ocean Shores peninsula has several well-known birding areas—Point Brown, Damon Point, and Oyhut WA—that are good for gulls, shorebirds, waterfowl, and seabirds. This area is described in August (Fall Shorebird Migration).
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The farm fields of the Delta-Ladner area, between Boundary Bay and Hwy 99, are great for gulls, as they are for raptors and waterfowl. This area is described in January (Wintering Raptors), and the time to go is during the highest tides.

Just a few miles to the northwest of Delta is another of British Columbia’s hottest birding spots, Iona Island, which consists of a large sewage treatment plant and Iona Beach RP. Drive the road to its end in the regional park at the parking area with restrooms. The pond, just east of the parking area, was established for birds and is usually the best pond on the island for waterfowl, grebes, coots, and gulls. The dune grass and bushes around the beach may have birds such as wintering sparrows (white-crowned, golden-crowned, white-throated, Harris’s) or northern shrike. A walk or bike ride on the 2.5-mile jetty, which contains the waste water effluent pipe and heads southwest into the Strait of Georgia, may reveal seabirds and waterfowl. In addition, the rocks of the jetty itself are good for rock-loving shorebirds, such as tattlers, turnstones, and surfbirds. But if you’re looking for gulls, search the areas around the ponds, mudflats, and shores. Iona is also known for a good variety of wintering raptors—keep your eyes open for short-eared owls, merlins, peregrine falcons, and maybe even a gyrfalcon. Wow!

A popular attraction on Vancouver Island is the drive along the southeastern coast of Victoria from Beacon Hill Park, near the Parliament Buildings, toward the University of Victoria. This is sometimes referred to as the scenic marine drive or Victoria breakwater. To start head west on Dallas Rd until you get to the turnout at Clover Point Park. This is a great place to study gulls, but also check the shoreline for rock-loving shorebirds and, of course, check the water. From here continue west on Dallas Rd, which goes through a confusing series of road name changes and ends up as Beach Dr. Just stay on the main road and don’t worry about the name changes. Continue on Beach Dr as it winds around the tip of Vancouver Island and heads north past Oak Bay, finally arriving at Cattle Point. This is another park where you can explore the different habitats for gulls, shorebirds, harlequin ducks, alcids, cormorants, and so on. In the spring the oak woodland part of the park on the other side of Beach Dr can be full of wildflowers and songbirds.

The fall salmon run in Goldstream Park is a major “gull event” worth knowing about. In November large numbers of gulls show up in the park to eat salmon eggs and spawned-out carcasses along the Goldstream River (also see October).



FEBRUARY’S NATURE NUGGETS

GREAT BACKYARD BIRD COUNT

The Christmas Bird Count is well known because it’s been going on for over 100 years and involves thousands of people. Now there’s a new count in the neighborhood. The first Great Backyard Bird Count was in February 1998 and participation is growing. Registration and reporting is online. The results, which pour in from all over North America, show up on the Web site almost immediately. This four-day count is another way to get an idea of the trends in bird populations over the years.

IMBOLC

In some ways the ancient Celtic calendar made more sense than our system today. The first days of the seasons were not on the equinoxes and solstices, but on the days halfway between them. The longest day of the year was in the middle of summer, not at the beginning, the shortest day of the year in the middle of winter, and so on. The first day of spring was Imbolc, which corresponds to one of the first days of February. In the Northwest this rings true because we see many early signs of spring in February, at least west of the Cascades. The first trees are blooming: red alder, filbert, and Indian-plum. Pacific chorus frogs (treefrogs) are calling, and by the end of the month the first migrating birds, tree swallows and turkey vultures, return. By the spring equinox, spring is really in gear—not just starting. Interestingly, the Celtic first day of spring lives on today in another holiday.

The early Catholic Church turned Imbolc into the Christian holy day Candlemas. The day of Candlemas, February 2, came to be seen as a harbinger of spring. The weather on that day would predict the end of winter. With the Protestant Reformation the celebration of Candlemas almost died out, but German farmers had developed a tradition of watching hedgehogs at this time of year to predict the weather. If the hedgehog saw his shadow on Candlemas, more harsh winter weather was ahead. Is this starting to sound familiar? When German farmers immigrated to Pennsylvania they couldn’t find any hedgehogs (there are none in the New World) so they picked a common native animal, a type of marmot that we now call the groundhog or woodchuck. Some guys in the town of Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania, decided to make a special day out of this tradition: Groundhog Day was born.

WINTER SPARROWS

Seeds are a major and available food source during winter, so the seed-eating sparrows are among our most common wintering songbirds. Song, fox, and white-crowned sparrows are present year round and are abundant in winter, as are dark-eyed juncos, down from their breeding grounds in the mountains. Lincoln’s and savannah sparrows are primarily summer residents but are also present in small numbers during the winter, mainly on the warmer west side. Winter brings thousands of golden-crowned sparrows to the Northwest from their northern breeding range (which starts at the northern edge of our region). The real excitement comes from a small group of sparrow species that show up almost every winter, though unpredictably and in small numbers. They are often seen flocking with other sparrows, making it worth a careful check of sparrow flocks during the winter in the hope of seeing these rare winter visitors. White-throated and Harris’s sparrows are usually seen flocking with their relatives—the other “crowned” sparrows. Tree sparrows and snow buntings are usually seen only on the east side. Swamp sparrows and Lapland longspurs are most commonly encountered near the coast. Good places to look are in brambles near fields. Often the best sites are fence rows along dirt roads in farmland. Your non-birder friends will think you’ve really flipped when you say you’re headed out into cold winter weather to search for sparrows in blackberry thickets. Happy sparrow hunting!

EAST SIDE, WEST SIDE: A CLOSER LOOK

The Pacific Northwest has the greatest coniferous forests in the world (in terms of tree size and diversity) and the highest rainfall in the contiguous United States. People familiar with the region know, however, that most of Oregon and Washington are actually arid to semi-arid lands and are commonly called high desert. The Pacific Northwest has a wide range of climates and habitats that are intermingled somewhat, but it’s easy to divide the region into two main parts: the wet part and the dry part.

The Cascade Range essentially makes a north-to-south running barrier that divides the region into roughly one third wet (west) and two thirds dry (east). The terms east side or west side refer to the appropriate side of the crest of the Cascade Range. In British Columbia “the wall” is not as straight and gets closer to the coast, but British Columbia’s Coast Mountains function as an extension of the Cascades, as far as rainfall is concerned.

The two sides of the Pacific Northwest have different communities of plants and animals. Of the many factors that determine what types of plants and animals will occur in a particular spot, climate is usually the most important. So what causes the Pacific Northwest to have the type of climate it has?

Latitude certainly plays a big role, but other local factors can easily override its influence. For example, the Pacific Northwest has a much milder climate than Newfoundland, another coastal area at the same latitude. Three factors interact to determine the climate in the Pacific Northwest: the Pacific Ocean, the region’s mountains, and the westerly winds. How do they interact to give us our weather?

All bodies of water act as heat reservoirs, gaining and releasing heat slowly and thereby moderating temperature changes on nearby land. The bigger the body of water, the stronger the moderating effect. The Pacific Ocean, the largest body of water on Earth, has a strong maritime effect on our region. Surface temperatures in the ocean off our coast are usually about 50°F and typically vary less than 5 degrees during a year. The maritime influence is so strong that it affects the climate as far away as the eastern borders of Oregon and Washington.

Temperature differences between the east and west sides can be striking. Temperatures change much less on the west side, both daily and annually. For example, the two Washington cities of Aberdeen and Yakima are close to the same latitude but 160 miles apart. Aberdeen is on Grays Harbor, just 15 miles inland from the coast, while Yakima is about 40 miles east of the Cascade crest. The average minimum temperature for January is a chilly 16°F in Yakima but a mild 34°F in Aberdeen. Come summertime, Yakima heats up with an average maximum for July of 88°F while Aberdeen is again more temperate at 70°F. The range between average minimum and maximum temperatures is 72°F in Yakima but only half that, 36°, in Aberdeen.

Oregon shows the same pattern. The average annual Fahrenheit temperature range in Ontario, in eastern Oregon, is over 80 degrees while Brookings, on the southwest coast, is only 40 degrees, again about half the range. Daily temperature range shows the same pattern. The average daily temperature range in July is 40 degrees Fahrenheit in Summer Lake but only about 16 degrees in Brookings. Brookings is so much warmer than the rest of Oregon during much of the winter that weather reporters often call it “the banana belt.”

The weather in our region can be seen as a battle between two forces—the moist and mild maritime climate versus the dry and temperature extreme continental climate. The battle line is the Cascades which more or less separates the two and maintains the typical weather on each side. But exciting changes can occur when high and low pressure areas shift and either force invades the other. Such a shift brings storms and can bring unseasonably extreme temperatures to the west side or carry abnormal amounts of precipitation to the east side. The Columbia River Gorge, the big gap where the weather of the two sides is constantly mixing, is almost constantly very windy and prone to storms.

The mountains of the Northwest have a profound influence on precipitation. All mountains have some effect on their local weather, but when you have a major mountain range like the Cascades running the entire length of both states, north to south, the effect is dramatic indeed. The prevailing winds cause this strong effect. Semi-permanent high and low pressure cells over the North Pacific Ocean result in westerly winds blowing steadily from the ocean eastward over the land. Loaded with moisture from the ocean, these winds interact with the mountains to give us our noted precipitation.

The warmer that air is, the more water vapor it can hold. As winds blow over the ocean at about 50°F the air becomes saturated with water. These moist winds come off the ocean and blow over the land. The colder that air is, the less moisture it can hold. If the temperature over the land is colder than the temperature over the ocean (a common situation for much of the year) condensation occurs, resulting in fog or precipitation. As the air moves farther east, hits the mountains, and starts to rise, it gets colder, about 5 degrees Fahrenheit for every 1000 feet in elevation. As the air gets colder more water vapor condenses and falls as precipitation. Hence, the west or windward sides of the mountains get soaked. By the time the air has moved over mountains as high as the Cascades, it has lost most of its moisture. As the air descends on the east side the opposite process occurs. Falling air warms up and absorbs more moisture, actually drying out the land on the east side of the mountains. The resulting lower precipitation on the leeward side of the mountains is called a rain shadow.

The same process occurs when air travels over other mountains. The Coast Ranges, the Olympic Mountains, and the Vancouver Island Ranges intercept a lot of moisture from the wet westerlies before they hit the Cascades. East of the Cascades, interior ranges like the Blue Mountains and the Selkirks show the same, though less dramatic, rain shadow effect. Because most of the mountains in the Northwest run north and south, and the winds bring the moisture from the west, a map of the region color-coded for precipitation shows a series of north and south running bands, paralleling the mountains—latitude has little to do with precipitation patterns here.

A check of the precipitation records for Yakima and Aberdeen demonstrates how dramatic this rain shadow effect can be. Yakima receives only 8 inches of precipitation a year while Aberdeen averages 85 inches, 10 times as much.

Another striking example occurs on the two sides of the Olympic Mountains. The Hoh Rainforest averages 135 inches of rain a year while the town of Sequim, just 40 miles to the northeast, receives only 15 inches. Of course, between the two are the 7000-foot Olympics, which collect most of the moisture and have some of the highest snowfall levels in the lower 48.

Many factors interact to determine which communities of plants and animals are found in a particular location. Topography, soil, and interactions between living things play a big part but the most important factor is climate. Once you understand the basic climates of the Northwest, the distributions of different plants and animals fall into logical patterns.
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