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ROSE CREEK BLUEBIRD TRAIL

The Rose Creek Bluebird Trail was established during 
the late 1970ôs by a WSU graduate student named 
Rusty. He installed an unknown number of nest boxes 
scattered along roadways and fence lines in the Albion 
area. Following his graduation, the trail was occasionally 
maintained by a work party from Palouse Audubon. 
Maintenance consisted of cleaning boxes before the 
nesting period. It is believed that no monitoring was 
done during the nesting season. As a 1994 Palouse 
Audubon conservation effort, the Webers and the Catts 
re-located about 15 nest boxes around Rose Creek and 
Smoot Hill. Repairs were made and several new nest 
boxes were added. Weekly monitoring began during 
April of that year.

During 1994, 7 pairs of western bluebirds þedged 25 
young. Expansion of the trail continued over the years 
with a maximum bluebird production being reached in 
2000, when 19 nesting pairs þedged 105 young. There 
were also 49 tree swallows, 39 violet-green swallows 
and 25 house wrens þedged. This past year (2005), 
the trail consisted of 55 nest boxes. Thirteen pairs of 
western bluebirds þedged 62 young. Five pairs also had 
a successful second nest.  Second nests are generally 
smaller than the ýrst nesting. This may be due to the 
drier conditions and supply of insects or to the added 
responsibility of providing food for the initial þedglings. 
Fifty-eight tree swallows, 4 violet-green swallows and 
28 house wrens also þedged. A persistent house sparrow 
nest was destroyed 4 times before they decided to call 
it quits. A white-breasted nuthatch had also attempted 
to nest but was discouraged by a persistent chipmunk. 
Sadly, there was only one successful violet-green 
swallow nest.

In 1998, a pair of mountain bluebirds þedged 9 young. 
They returned for seven consecutive years, þedging 41 
young during the period. Following the death of the 
female on the nest in 2001, mountain bluebirds have not 

returned. Since 2000 the number of bluebird þedglings 
has declined despite an increase in nesting pairs. The 
cause is likely attributed to the 29 nests which have 
been lost due to weather. During that same period 
however, the success of the tree swallows continues to 
rise. Swallows only nest once per season and generally 
not until May. Unlike bluebirds, they do not have young 
in the nest when the cold rains of mid-May occur.

As trail monitors, we have experienced nearly every 
human emotion. Joy, sadness, success, disappointment, 
revelation, bewilderment, pleasure, and anger have all 
been experienced. Nature is often cruel and, more often, 
not fully understood. Our experiences have left us with 
a deep appreciation for the difýculties that breeding 
birds must overcome. Weather, predators, competition, 
and man all make their task extremely daunting. The 
annual cold wet rains of May are deadly to new-born 
chicks. The temperature isnôt the direct cause ï death 
comes from starvation caused by the collapse of the 
insect supply. Oftentimes there isnôt even enough food 
for the adults. Both adult bluebirds and swallows have 
succumbed during these periods. Bluebirds are also 
very passive and have difýculty holding a nest site. 
House wrens, tree swallows (arriving in 1998) and 
house sparrows (ýrst using nest boxes in 2003) have 
destroyed nests. House sparrows and house wrens 



have also killed adults in order to gain a nest site. Nest 
robbing by small mammals and vandalism by humans 
also occur. 

We have observed and learned much over the years. We 
feel fortunate that house sparrows have only recently 
attempted to use our nest boxes. In the East and Midwest 
they have become a real problem. But because they are 
not federally protected, their nests are destroyed. Wrens 
arrive on the Palouse well after bluebirds have begun 
nesting. They also require small twigs for their nests. 
Thus by keeping nest boxes well away from brushy 
areas and by providing an oversupply of nest boxes, it is 
probable that the little buggers will leave the bluebirds 
alone. Swallows also compete amongst themselves and 
bluebirds for nest boxes. By ñpairingò boxes on adjacent 
fence posts in prime areas, direct competition between 
swallows and bluebirds can be eliminated. Both species 
seem to be able to coexist as long as there is a nest site 

for each. Unfortunately, the real victim over the years 
has been the ultra-passive violet-green swallow. Their 
breeding success has plummeted since the arrival of the 
tree swallow. Last year there was only one successful 
nest.

Most of the bluebird trail is on private property and 
the landowners have graciously allowed us access 
throughout the years. We would like to acknowledge and 
thank Martin and Linda Marler, Rhoderick McIntosh, 
and John Clark for helping to restore bluebirds to the 
Palouse. If you are interested in helping to monitor 
nest boxes this season, please give me a call. I can be 
reached at (509) 334-3817 or email tweber@wsu.edu. 
Complete nesting statistics for the period 1994-2005 
may be found at:
http://www.palouseaudubon.org/bluebird.pdf

 Tom and Diane Weber

Palouse Audubon Society Schedule, April - June, 2006 
( see www.palouseaudubon.org for calendar updates and additional information) 

Programs: Programs start at 7:30 PM at the 1912 Building, 3rd and Adams, in Moscow. Everyone is 
welcome. See page 4 for more details.

April 19 ï ñBirds of the Clearwater Regionò by Roger and Janice Ingrham; joint meeting with Friends 
of the Clearwater in observance of Earth Day 

May 17 ñMoscow Mountain Cedar Groveò by Ashley Martens

Field Trips:

April 15 - Western Whitman County. Meet at Dissmores, 1501 N Grand Ave, Pullman, at 7:00 AM. Trip 
leader: Charles Swift, 208-883-0553.

April 20 - May 25: Thursday mornings at Phillipôs Farm. Meet at 7:00 AM at Rosauerôs, 411 N. Main 
St, Moscow. For information, contact Chris Caudill at 208-882-2968.

April 22 - Moscow wetlands work day. Meet at 9:00 AM on the south side of the Pullman Highway 
(across from the Appaloosa Horse Club). For more information, contact Charles Swift, 208-883-
0553.

May 7 - Heyburn State Park. Meet at 7:30 AM at Rosauerôs, 411 N. Main St, Moscow. Trip leader: 
Charles Swift, 208-883-0553.

May 20 - Southern Latah County. Check the website for details closer to the date. Trip leader: Terry 
Gray (clgtlg@genesee-id.com).

May 27 - Rose Creek, Kamiak Butte, and Steptoe Butte. Meet at Dissmoreôs IGA, 1501 N Grand Ave, 
Pullman at 6:30 AM. Bring a lunch and drinks. Terry Gray or Tom Weber (509-334-3817) will be 
the ýeld trip leader.

June 3 - Eastern Latah County. Meet at the Safeway parking lot, Moscow at 6:30 AM. Bring a lunch and 
drinks. Trip leader: Terry Gray (clgtlg@genesee-id.com).

June 8 - June 29: Wednesday evenings around the Palouse. Meet at the Safeway parking lot, Moscow at 
6:30 PM. Contact Terry Gray for more information.

mailto:tweber@wsu.edu
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clgtlg@genesee-id.com
clgtlg@genesee-id.com


Avian Inþuenza
H5N1 and the Pandemic Pandemonium

The potential re-emergence of pandemic inþuenza is 
creating a lot of concern around the globe these days. 
The ultimate basis for this concern is the Spanish þu 
pandemic of the early 20th century, which was estimated 
to have killed 50-100 million people globally in 1918 
and 1919. The basic theory of pandemic inþuenza is that 
occasionally an inþuenza virus that has not circulated 
in people for generations suddenly mutates to become 
highly transmissible in people. When this happens, the 
virus is capable of infecting more people and causing 
more severe disease than ordinary inþuenza viruses 
(which still manage to contribute to the death of 30,000 
or so people in an average þu season in the US), because 
nobody is immune or partially immune to the strain. 

Up until recently, it was thought that mutation to 
become highly transmissible was most apt to happen 
when human inþuenza viruses and animal inþuenza 
viruses simultaneously infected the same host, allowing 
the animal strain to acquire the human þu genes needed 
to infect humans through a process called genetic re-
assortment. This was partly the basis of the Swine Flu 
scare of 1976 (a previous scare that, in the end, didnôt 
pan out). However, recently scientists have actually 
recovered and analyzed inþuenza virus particles from 
the graves of people killed by the 1918 epidemic and 
learned that it was in essence a pure avian þu virus 
that accumulated mutations that allowed it to readily 
infect humans. This news did nothing to decrease the 
concern about the currently epidemic avian inþuenza 
strain H5N1.

H5N1 is an avian inþuenza virus that was ýrst observed 
in Guangdong, China, back about 1996 and in Hong 
Kong in 1997. It is what is termed a ñHighly Pathogenic 
Avian Inþuenzaò (HPAI). Avian inþuenza strains 
normally circulate in waterfowl without causing much 
disease but occasionally transmit to poultry, where 
some strains have the capability of mutating to become 
highly lethal or HPAI. HPAI in poultry is very difýcult 
to control due to the huge numbers of infected birds and 
the massive virus exposures that result in transmission 
to new poultry farms. Control of HPAI outbreaks 
typically requires killing large numbers of domestic 
poultry over signiýcant geographical regions to ñstamp 
outò the disease. 

Beginning in 2003 through April 2005, H5N1 spread 
to sites across Asia: the Republic of Korea, Viet Nam, 
Japan, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, Indonesia, China, 
and Malaysia. Particularly signiýcant was a huge die-
off of wild birds at the Qinghai Lake nature reserve 
in central China in late April 2005, since large scale 
mortality in wild birds was pretty much unprecedented 
in previous outbreaks of HPAI. Since that time, the virus 
has continued to spread across Europe, the Middle East 
and into several countries in Africa.

Pretty much everywhere the virus has spread, there 
have been rare cases of human infection, many of 
which were severe or fatal (in contrast with previous 
HPAI outbreaks, where most infected humans got only 
mild disease). Essentially all human cases of H5N1 
HPAI to date are people who had very close contact 
with infected birds ï no cases where of virus spread 
from person-to-person have been reported.

Prior to this H5N1 outbreak, while it was known that 
wild birds were a reservoir of avian inþuenza viruses, 
it was thought that migratory birds had essentially 
no role in the spread of epidemic avian inþuenza. 
However, evidence from the H5N1 epidemic supports 
the possibility for a role for wild migratory birds in 
its spread. The genetic sequences of viruses isolated 
from wild birds in the H5N1 outbreak are very close to 
those of viruses from the Qinghai Lake nature reserve, 
which occurred at the start of the current round of 
spread. Furthermore, the recently affected countries 
all lay along migratory routes and the timing of their 
outbreaks seem consistent with migratory bird patterns. 
However, the speciýc species of bird(s) that represent 
the potential carrier species is currently unknown.

If migratory birds are an important means of spread of 
H5N1, the upcoming breeding season, when Eurasian 
migratory birds nest alongside North American breeders 
in the Alaskan arctic, may allow transfer of H5N1 
to North and South American migratory pathways. 
In anticipation of the possibility of post-breeding 
migrants carrying H5N1, increased surveillance is 
planned for migratory birds in Canada and the USA 
in 2006. However, even if the spread of H5N1 across 
Asia, Europe and Africa was due in part to migratory 
birds, other means such as covert bird movements for 
the pet trade or for cock ýghts, or people traveling 
with contaminated items, still represent a real risk for 
introduction of this virus to our region.



At present, despite the sometimes sensationalistic 
news reports, there are no reports of the virus yet in the 
Western hemisphere and the possibility of pandemic 
inþuenza H5N1 remains a bit of an academic concern. 
No one really knows if H5N1 will reach the Western 
hemisphere this year ï or next year. No one really knows 
what the odds are that the H5N1 virus will mutate to a 
form capable of readily infecting humans. Keep a close 
eye on the news to see what results from this natural 
experiment in epidemiology, infectious disease and 
viral evolution.

 Tom Besser, Professor
  Veterinary Microbiology and Pathologyt
 Washington State University

Upcoming Program Meetings

All program meetings are free and open to the public. 
They start at 7:30 PM in the 1912 Building at Third and 
Adms in Moscow 

April 19 ï Birds of the Clearwater ï 
  Roger Ingrham

Come celebrate Earth Week with images of birds of the 
Clearwater Region. Roger has been photographing and 
ýlming birds of the Clearwater Region with a special 
interest in nesting osprey at Dworshak Reservoir. He 
provided us with an excellent program several years 
ago and is back with new material for our April meet-
ing. This will be a joint meeting with Friends of the 
Clearwater and the Sierra Club in celebration of Earth 
Week, a great way to celebrate the natural beauty of 
Idaho.

May 17 ï Moscow Mountain Cedar Grove ï 
  Ashley Martens

Learn about Moscow Mountainôs own old growth Western 
Red Cedar grove, its þora and fauna and efforts to protect it 
through designation as a state park or natural area. Largely 
spared from disturbance by its location on top of a steep 
4700 ft ridge, this 269-acre parcel of state school trust land 
is home to an ancient grove of western red cedars estimated 
to be 1000 years old. This stand of trees was nominated in 
1974 to be a National Natural Landmark as the best extant 
example of western red cedar/larch habitat.

Preserving Reardanôs Audubon Lake

After nearly three years of hard work by Inland North-
west Land Trust and many dedicated volunteers and 
conservation partners, and thanks to the commitment 
of scores of donors, Reardanôs Audubon Lake is per-
manently protected as critical habitat and for wildlife 
viewing. The 278-acre property, located on the edge of 
Reardan and just 30 minutes from downtown Spokane, 
includes the 80-acre lake, vernal ponds, and shrubby 
scablands which are a resting and feeding stop for mi-
gratory birds and nesting and breeding grounds for 
resident waterfowl and songbirds. Audubon Lake was 
nominated as a Washington Audubon Society ñImpor-
tant Bird Areaò and will be part of the Northeast Wash-
ington Birding Trail.

Gary Blevins, President of Spokane Audubon Soci-
ety, says, ñReardanôs 
Audubon Lake has long 
been known as a good 
location for birding, to 
be able to preserve the 
ponds and their shoreline 
habitat as critical habitat 
not only beneýts birds 
and other wildlife but 
also will provide excel-
lent wildlife observation 
opportunities for future 
generations.ò

Audubon Lake was purchased by INLT as a temporary 
measure until the Washington Department of Fish and 
Wildlife can acquire it using funds from the Washing-
ton Wildlife and Recreation Program. The Washington 
Fish and Wildlife Commission approved the acquisi-
tion at their March 10, 2006 meeting. WDFW may now 
move forward to buy Audubon Lake from INLT. In or-
der to protect the wildlife, access to the new Audubon 
Lake preserve is limited until a trail system and view-
ing structures are developed. The Spokane Audubon 
Society will lead tours so the public can enjoy the birds 
without disturbing them. To sign up for a tour, call the 
Spokane Audubon Society at 509-838-5828.

More information can be found on the web at:
 http://inlt.nichebox.com
 Inland Northwest Land Trust

http://www.phillipsfarm.org/history.htm


Bird of the Month

Nature in the City: California 
Quail in Moscow

California Quail are all over Moscow, and people are 
watching them! When I asked a few Palouse dwellers 
about their experiences with quail, I got replies right 
away. Jane Holman, from the hill above Tidymanôs, 
wrote, ñI regularly see þocks in my yard and trees ï 
sometimes 5-10, but last summer when the little guys 
were with them, there were sometimes 20-30, at least. 
They are great neighbors!ò Charles Swift wrote from 
near East City Park that a small þock has moved into 
the neighborhood, and it wasnôt there 5 years ago. 
Ashley Martens said she sees them increasingly in 
yards in town, and last spring she even saw one or two 
on rooftops in the Fort Russell area!

From a more rural Palouse setting, Lynne Nelson 
reported that she sees small groups of quail at her 
feeders at least 3 times a day, starting at dawn, and at 
dusk she sees larger groups, of 40-60 birds.

Quail are indeed seen in big groups, and mostly on the 
ground. One family might have a dozen or more chicks, 

Co-Presidentôs Letter:
Springtime Birding on the Palouse

Over the past few years Iôve come to realize that spring 
is the best season for birding on the Palouse. This is no 
surprise of course and birders everywhere will probably 
agree that spring is the time they most look forward to. 
There is something special about spring here; however, 
many of the songbirds we ýnd at this time are coming to 
nest. We do get some migrants, for a few weeks and at 
a few locations, and sometimes with the right weather 
good numbers. But the real spring spectacle is in our 
forests, grasslands, canyons, and shrubby riparian areas 
where our breeding songbirds come to nest. These 
areas abound with song and activity from April or May 
(depending on elevation) through early July. Itôs often 
possible to see (or more often hear) 20 or more species 
from the right spot. This is what I have come to look 
forward to most living in north-central Idaho.

We live at 47 degrees north latitude, almost as far north 
as anybody in the lower 48 states and farther north 
than most. To be a birder in much of the U.S. means 
you look forward to spring and fall migration. Birders 
gravitate to migrant traps and funnels like Pt. Pelee 
and Cap May. The highlight of the year could be 20 
warbler species day in May or a thousand hawk day in 
October. Living at a high latitude, in the west, and away 
from major migration corridors means we miss out on 
much of this migration spectacle. But we happen to be 
in a place where many birds are coming to spend the 
long north latitude days courting, nesting, and raising 
young. We still have to get through the ýckle weather 
of April and May, but now is the time to get primed for 
our birding spectacle ï the breeding season.

To help you in this, we have scheduled a variety of ýeld 
trips in the region from April through June. New this year 
are weekly Thursday morning trips to Phillipôs Farm 
north of Moscow to follow the progress of spring. We 
also have weekend trips planned for various locations 
around the Palouse. Starting in June our popular 
Wednesday evening trips return to take advantage of the 
long days. We also have a work day during Earth Week 
at the Moscow wetlands and International Migratory 
Bird Day celebration in May. We hope to see you at one 
of these. If not, get out and enjoy the spring spectacle 
on the Palouse. 

 Charles E. Swift

A male California quail takes his turn standing 
guard while his large family pecks at seeds on 
the ground. Both sexes have the topknot, but the 
femalesô is smaller.

 Photo by Terry Gray
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then join up with another big family for ñcommunal 
brooding,ò a practical system where all the parents 
watch out for all the chicks. Still, not all the chicks will 
survive.

Quail groups are called coveys. While a large covey 
might call more attention to itself than a smaller group, 
and be more conspicuous to a predator, grouping up 
does have advantages for these little 6-ounce birds. In 
quail coveys the males stand guard. If they take turns, 
everyone gets more time to search the ground for 
seeds and insects while someone is always watching 
for danger. If a cat, dog, raccoon, owl, or hawk gets 
near, a big covey might be able to temporarily confuse a 
predator by suddenly taking off in all different directions 
ï  the ñexplosive þightò that drives bird hunters crazy. 
(Hunters are the reason California, or Valley, quail were 
introduced to Idaho from California). 

If the group disperses, a male calls loudly to bring his 
scattered charges back together. The most familiar quail 
call is a loud ñchi ï CA ï go,ò or as bird guide author 
and artist David Sibley describes it, ñput-WAY-do.ò A 
second familiar sound is a ñsharp, spitting óspik-wik-
wiw.ôò

Group living goes on for most of the year, but come 
spring, quail will leave their groups to mate. Last April I 
heard a lone quail calling from a tall willow tree in town, 
announcing his territory. A pair will scrape a shallow 

nest on the ground, and produce a dozen or more eggs 
in late April or May. The chicks will hatch in about 2 
weeks, eyes open, covered with down, even able to race 
after their parents soon after hatching. Their parents 
will lead them around and show them food, which the 
chicks get for themselves. At night they will all roost 
together in a shrub or tree, off the ground. The babies 
will grow stubby little topknots. Later in the summer 
there may be a second brood.

If something happens to one of the parents, the other 
can take over. Lynne Nelson recalled ñTwo years ago 
we had one clutch of 15 and last year we had a male 
raise the entire clutch himself (mom disappeared when 
the clutch was 3-5 days old). He raised 6 birds from 
the original 11 ï I thought that was pretty good for one 
parent.ò

Single-parenting, communal brooding and roosting, 
standing guard while family groups eat, running across 
the highway in a tight line behind a parent ï these are 
behaviors that inspire curiosity in humans. Quail are 
fun to watch!

 Sarah Walker

Sarah Walker loves to see quail on her walks about town and looks 
forward to reading ñThat Quail, Robertò by Margaret Stanger. 
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Unlocking Clues to Bird ñPersonalityò

Citizen Scientists Engage in Unique Cornell Lab 
of Ornithology Experiment

Ithaca, NY, February 2006 ï It is serious science, with 
a novel twist that uses brightly colored or patterned 
objects to measure how birds respond to the new and 
unexpected. Bird watchers will play a key role in this 
engaging new ñPersonality Proýlesò experiment run by 
The Birdhouse Network, a citizen science project at the 
Cornell Lab of Ornithology.

Across North America, thousands of Birdhouse 
Network (TBN) participants monitor the activity of 
cavity-nesting birds as they build their nests and raise 
their young. This spring, bluebirds, swallows, and 
wrens may ýnd a novel object tacked to their nest box. 
Will they be curious? Afraid? Cautious? ñWe believe 
that examining avian responses to novel objects can 
help us understand why some bird species respond 
well and others poorly to human disturbance,ò says Dr. 
Janis Dickinson, a behavioral ecologist and Director of 
Citizen Science at the Cornell Lab of Ornithology.

Participants in this experiment will follow a strict 
protocol that includes watching nesting pairs for up to 
an hour and submitting their observations to the Lab. 
Cornell scientists will look for large-scale trends in 
the breeding biology of cavity-nesting birds. A birdôs 
ñpersonalityò may correlate with other behaviors, such 
as whether it migrates or stays put, or whether it lives in 
the city versus the country. A birdôs shyness or boldness 
may also speak to its long-term breeding success in a 
world increasingly dominated by human development.  
To learn more about Personality Proýles, visit the 
website
http://www.birds.cornell.edu/birdhouse/instructions/
optional_st/personality

Birdhouse Network volunteers put nest boxes in their 
yards and monitor the number of eggs and young in the 
nest. All ages and skill levels can participate. To ýnd 
out more and receive your welcome packet, visit www.
birds.cornell.edu/birdhouse, or call (800) 843-2473. 
The project fee is $15 ($12 for Lab members.)

In this experiment each nest serves as its own control.  
To conduct the experiment, participants ýrst establish an 
observation point or ñhome baseò (a spot a comfortable 

distance from the nest box) and observe the feeding 
pair, recording how quickly they feed young. Once they 
observe feeding, it is time to start presenting the test 
objects (a checkered bow or a local leaf of the same 
approximate size). Because the birds may become more 
used to the observerôs presence or to the presence of 
something on their nest box as time goes on, half the 
participants will present the bow ýrst and the other 
half will present the leaf ýrst. If the leaf was always 
presented second, we would not know whether the 
birds were less shy of the leaf or had simply become 
used to being observed and having something pinned 
near their nest.

If this experiment works well with our TBN participants 
the ýrst year, we can then begin to ask more sophisticated 
questions, such as how long it takes for the birds to get 
used to the checkered bow and whether switching the 
object to a differently colored bow then returns them to 
a fearful response.

Since this study involves experimental manipulations at 
nest boxes, a carefully designed set of safety conditions 
has been developed to protect the birds. Please join us 
in this new experimental research activity and help us 
to add to our understanding of bird behavior and how it 
affects conservation efforts!

 The Birdhouse Network
 Cornell Lab of Ornithology

Local Member Recognition

We would like to thank the following individuals 
who have recently renewed their membership or have 
made other ýnancial contributions to Palouse Audubon 
Society in the last few months. We appreciate your 
support.

Suzanne Allard
Vivian Bellemere
Jack and Mary Carloye
John and Joan Cooper
Richard and Dorothy Dozier
Wayne and Linda Fox
Nancy Spink
Ellen Thiem
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