February – Flight of the Condor
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I can distinctly remember the first time I became entranced with our feathered friends. I was twelve and fishing with my father in the San Juan Islands. It was getting late, the sun was setting and the sky was a radiant display of colors from deep purples to brilliant pinks. I was growing tired, we had been out most of the day, and the sun had been very hot. My father had caught two good size salmon, I had caught none. Just as my dad was telling me to reel it in and call it a day, a finally had a hit. With a quick tug, I had hooked that fish and was bringing it in. About 10 feet from the boat, the silvery scales shimmered in the dying light of the sun, and I reeled with all I had, it was a beautiful fish.
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Suddenly, it seemed from no where, a Bald Eagle swooped from the sky and grabbed my fish with its talons and soared into the sky. The fish was flapping and I was pulling, that Eagle was not letting go, and my dad reached over and cut the line with his fishing knife. I was upset with my father, that fish was mine; I had been out here all day! My dad said too me, close your eyes, capture this moment, the odds are, you will never see it again. 
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He was correct, I have never seen anything like that again, the feel of the wind from that great birds wings, the power as it pulled my line, its golden feathers catching the last day’s light and the majesty of its very being as it flew away towards the islands with its catch. 
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When I take a group or even my own kids into the woods, it is always for more than just a hike. Hiking is great exercise, and the destination is always first in our minds, but the true beauty of hiking is being places others seldom go. Hiking with me is stopping to look at bursting red berries of the huckleberry bush, stopping to listen to water run over rocks, and to listen intently at the sounds of birds speaking to each other through out the forests. What is it that they are speaking about, is it us coming up the trail,
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the birth of a new life within the nest, 
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a predator on the prowl, 
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or just the thrill of a summer’s warm sun and a bright blue sky?

Slide 9:
But if taking it all in is not enough to encourage your boys to learn more about birds, well, how about a couple of advancement opportunities, 
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Bird Studies and Nature merit badges, plus Second Class Requirements. For Webelo’s, Naturalist. There is always motivation in scouting to try s
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First we need to understand that Washington State is broken into 10 ecoregions. An ecoregion is represented by changes in physical and climate environments. Those 10 ecoregions are:

0: Oceanic

1: Pacific Northwest Coat

2: Puget Trough

3: North Cascades

4: West Cascades

5: East Cascades

6: Okanogan

7: Canadian Rockies

8: Blue Mountains
9: Columbia Plateau

Although we do not have time to go through every distinction of each region, the most important thing for us to remember is that they are all greatly different areas within one state, and that each area has environmental characteristics suitable for different types of birds. Also, some birds use different areas during different times of the year for mating, nesting and migrating. And last, some birds can only be found in certain ecoregions during certain times of the year, and then they leave our state for migration.
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Within each of the ecoregions we can find a plethora of birds. The common bird orders found in Washington are:
Waterfowl

Pheasants, Grouse, Quail

Loons

Grebes

Albatross, Petrels

Pelicans, Cormorants and Allies

Herons, Ibsies

Vultures, Hawks and Falcons

Rails, Cranes

Shorebirds, Gulls and Auks

Pigeons and Doves

Cuckoos

Owls

Goatsuckers

Swifts and Hummingbirds

Kingfishers

Woodpeckers

Flycatchers, Songbirds (Largest family)
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If you were to guess on how many different birds one could find in the Puget Sound Trough alone, what would be your best estimate? 
How about 264? Just in the Trough!
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Scouts want to see something impressive though, right? They do not want to see some small sparrow, or nuthatcher, or little yellow finch. Boys want to see birds, birds of prey, birds that could take a small child up into the air and feed them to their young.  Manly birds! (Home Improvement hohoho)
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Bald Eagle:

Best place to see a breeding pair of Bald Eagles is on the Orting Trail just north of the REI Wetlands. 
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The eagles eyrie is located in a large tree, and has grown to considerable size. Eagle eyries can weigh over 2,000 pounds and grow beyond nine feet in diameter. Eagles tend to remain paired for life and will use the same nest over and over until one of the mates passes on. On a good day, it is not uncommon to see the Eagles catching trout from the stream and bringing it to the nest. Pacific Northwest has the greatest concentration of Bald Eagles in the continental United States. 
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The Great Blue Heron

If birds evolved from Dinosaurs, The Great Blue Heron is the prime example. Big, Bold and noisy within their roosts, these giant birds are a site to behold. 
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One of the ten largest roosting sites is located by Dash Point State Park, the Dumas Bay Sanctuary. Giant Herons do not breed alone; instead they breed in colonies of several hundred pairs. During breeding season this is the party place to be, boys will feel as if they have entered the world of Pterodactyls.  Pairs breed only for one season, and then locate a new mate the following year. The birds need a 1000 foot buffer zone, they are easily startled by noise.
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Turkey Vulture

I did not even know we had vultures in this state until I was up on the Iron Horse Trail one year and saw one eating a dead skunk, I know, perfect scenario. Scouts love seeing vultures just because of what they are, dirty, stinky birds that love to eat dead carcasses of other smelly animals. Vultures create long term bonds and nest in secluded areas far away from humans. Now that I know they are there, almost every spring and summer when I go to the Snoqualmie Valley, I can see them circling in the skies, seeing one up close is a true treat, not to be missed in the wild.
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Brown Pelican

Beautiful birds with a wingspan of over 6 ½ feet, amazing to watch as a group of them soar overhead in a v shape. Best place to watch these birds is out at West Port. Late June through September. For a true adventure, a group of scouts can wander out along the jetty to see several dozens of these large birds sitting in the sun. Watching them catch fish is always something to see, as there large bills filter out the herring from the water. Pelicans can be territorial, and several people have found that they are faster on their feet than one assumes, they also give quite the bite if you invade their space.
Where can a Troop go to see a wide range of birds all in one day? There are several havens within the Puget Sound Trough that will excite adventurous scouts.
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Mima Mounds: - Olympia
Species seen on the prairie and in shrubby habitats include Savannah, Vesper, and White-crowned Sparrows, Common Yellowthroat, Western Bluebird, Western Meadowlark, Mourning Dove, Barn, Violet-green, and Tree Swallows, Common Nighthawk, Northern Harrier, American Kestrel, and White-tailed Kite. Birds seen in the coniferous and mixed deciduous-coniferous forests adjacent to the prairies are Pacific-slope Flycatcher, Western Wood-Pewee, Black-capped Chickadee, Black-throated Gray Warbler, Warbling Vireo, Winter Wren, Wilson's Warbler, Swainson's Thrush, Hammond's Flycatcher, Western Tanager, Blue and Ruffed Grouse, and Great Horned Owl.
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Nisqually National Wildlife Reserve: - Nisqually
Approximately 180 species of birds have been observed on the refuge, and 130 species are commonly observed. About 100 species nest on the refuge. Waterfowl migrating along the Pacific Flyway begin arriving in late September, and many remain through the winter. Dabbling ducks make up about 90% of the sightings. Both Canada and Cackling Geese are common in the winter. Seventy-seven species of passerines can be observed on the refuge, particularly in the riparian habitats. Most species are observed during the spring and summer months. Raptors are common on the refuge with Northern Harriers and Red-tailed Hawks most common. Bald Eagles nest near the Twin Barns, and Peregrine Falcons can be seen November through March.

Almost 50 species of mammals have been sighted on the refuge. Columbian black-tailed deer, eastern gray squirrels, eastern cottontail, river otter, long-tailed weasel, and mink are the most common sightings. Harbor seals and California sea lions can be seen in the Nisqually River during salmon runs in winter.
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Quartermaster Harbor: – Vashon Island
Due to the high concentration of forage fish and shellfish, the harbor is a major wintering area for 35 species. The most abundant bird is the Western Grebe, which totals eight percent of Washington's wintering population. There are hundreds of scoters and other diving sea ducks that feed on the shellfish during the winter. The grebes, loons, mergansers, diving sea ducks, gulls, and dabbling ducks, in addition to other species, make a total of about 3,000 individuals wintering here annually.
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Scatter Creek Wildlife Area – Littlerock

The birds most likely to be encountered in the prairie include Savannah Sparrow, Common Yellowthroat, Western Meadowlark, Mourning Dove, Barn, Violet-green, and Tree Swallow, Northern Harrier, American Kestrel, and Common Nighthawk. In the oak woodlands, one is likely to find Pacific-slope Flycatcher, Western Wood-Pewee, Black-throated Gray Warbler, Warbling Vireo, and Lazuli Bunting. In the coniferous and mixed deciduous-coniferous forests, you'll find Winter Wren, Wilson's Warbler, Swainson's Thrush, Western Tanager, and Great Horned Owl. Look for Wood Ducks and Belted Kingfishers along Scatter Creek. Uncommon migrants include Black Swift, Northern Shrike, Townsend's Solitaire, and Horned Lark.
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Whistle a little song
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Bird calls – Canadian Geese
Slide 27:

Bird calls – Loon
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Bird calls – Great Blue Heron
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Bird calls – Turkey Vulture
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Bird calls – Bald Eagle
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Bird calls – Barn Owl
Slide 32:

Bird calls – Great Horned Owl
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So I leave you with this. When we take our scouts out into the wild, what exactly are we teaching them? Is it to hike 20 miles with a backpack on? Is it to go and make a camp, and spend time with friends? Is it about the destination? Or is what we do now, as scout leaders, about stewardship, about educating our scouts that once a species is gone, it is gone forever. We can not have tag backs. We are surrounded by fragile beauty, and it is in our hands to protect it. As the Bald Eagle nearly vanished from our Earth, we stepped in and saved it from the brink, but it is only one of thousands that’s days are numbered. Teach stewardship and a respect those creatures around us, and our scouts will pass that message along to their children as well.
