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Critter of the Season
Great Horned Owl

One of the most adaptable birds in North
America is also one of the most common
birds of prey. The Great Horned Owl, also
known by its scientific name of Bubo
virginianus, can be found from Arctic Tundra
to the jungles of South America. No other
owl ranges over more of the Americas. They
are one of the largest owls in the United
States. Only Snowy Owls are heavier and
Great Gray Owls are longer. With their large
range comes a lot of plumage variation.
Arctic birds are mostly white, desert birds
are pale tan in color, and some rainforest
birds are dark brown to almost black. Most

Free Christmas Tree
Permits at the Refuge!

It's that time of year when many people
are hunting for a fresh Christmas tree!
Many people aren't aware that you can
get a free Christmas tree permit to
harvest a tree from the Refuge.
Permits are available from November
28-December 23. To get more
information about the rules for getting a
tree on the Refuge, contact the Refuge
office at (509) 684-8384.

Bring the hot cocoa and make it a fun
day enjoying the beauty of the refuge,
hiking, bird watching or cross country
skiing, and finding that perfect tree!

Winter Activities-What to See
During the Winter Months

https://s.rs6.net/t?e=ToMCgMbAbbk&c=1&r=1
https://s.rs6.net/t?e=ToMCgMbAbbk&c=3&r=1
https://s.rs6.net/t?e=ToMCgMbAbbk&c=5&r=1
https://visitor.constantcontact.com/d.jsp?m=1139273800429&p=oi
https://www.constantcontact.com/index.jsp?cc=DLviral10
tel:+1-509-684-8384


birds in our area are gray or tan. They were
named for their large ear tufts which may be
held erect or folded flat. When folded, the
owl’s head appears very flat compared to
most other large owls, which have round
heads. They are 18 to 25 inches in length,
have a wingspan of 39 to 57 inches but
weigh only 32 to 80 ounces. As with most
owls, males are much smaller than females.

Great horned owls are known to be
aggressive hunters, and hunt prey larger
than themselves. If they can lift it, they will
hunt it. They hunt a wide variety of small
mammals, birds, and reptiles. They have a
poor sense of smell, and are one of the few
predators that will readily hunt skunks. They
are also the only predator of many of the
smaller owl species. In desert areas, they
readily hunt snakes including rattlesnakes.
They are fiercely competitive. I have seen
them attack other large raptors including
hawks twice their size. 

In our area, they are one of the first birds to
nest. Owls are pairing up in November with
peak courtship behavior in December. Nests
are located, and eggs are laid in late
January, with chicks hatching in February. It
is thought that this timing is related to the
emergence of small mammals in the spring.
The young are hatched out and hungry just
about the time rodents wake up for the year.
Like other owls they do not construct a nest,
but generally appropriate large stick nests of
other birds. Raven and various hawk nests
are the most common. In some areas they
may use large witch’s broom formations
created by mistletoe. The nest may be lined
with bark and feathers or not at all.

Two to four eggs are laid, and incubation
starts immediately. An egg is laid about
every 2 days, and incubation lasts around
30 days. With the eggs laid on different
days, they in turn hatch on different days.
Like many other owls, the oldest and largest
owlet commandeers most of the food. This
helps ensure that in poor food years, at
least one chick is likely to survive even
though the younger chicks may starve. In
good food years, all of them may survive. At
six weeks of age, they leave the nest for
what is called the branching stage.

Though the main gates of the Refuge
will be closed on the evening of
December 31st, there is still plenty to
see and do on the Refuge during the
cold winter months.
 
In this article I would like to highlight
three areas on the Refuge which can
be easily accessed in winter for hiking
or snowshoeing. The areas include
Durland Springs, Headquarters and
Starvation Flats.

Durland Springs is the first green gate
on the left as you come to the Refuge
on Bear creek road. It is an old road
that Y’s into two roads about ½ mile in.
Follow either road or take off through
the woods to see one of the many
small canyons in the area. The Springs
is a good place to spot many different
woodpeckers in the winter months. The
Springs is also a great spot to see
herds of deer.

Headquarters has many different
options such as going up the closed
road or going around Mill Butte. My
favorite hike/snowshoe is to go up or
down the Little Pend Oreille River. It is
a good spot to see kingfishers, pacific
wrens and American dippers. Dippers
love this section. You can also see
different waterfowl and deer in the
area. Predators can sometimes be
seen in the area early in the morning. A
great spot for birding.

Lastly, we have Starvation Flats.  You
can walk/snowshoe down either road.
The entire loop is over 6 miles if you go
to McDowell Lake. The road is also
used by skiers, so please stay out of
their tracks. The Flats is a great place
to see chickadees, nuthatches,
woodpeckers, and crossbills. The deer
and elk really enjoy the Flats. You can
also head west or south at the gate to
spot critters, or just enjoy the outdoors.
West and south are both bushwhacks
with no trail.

This winter, come on out and enjoy the
Refuge!  

Daniel Price
Friends Board President



Branchers are not able to fly but use
powerful feet to climb around in the trees. At
9 to 20 weeks, the young start to fly, but will
continue to be fed by the parents for
another month or so.

Non-nesting birds typically day-roost on a
branch as close to the trunk as they can get.
They try to hide, as their presence often
attracts unwanted attention from smaller
birds unhappy with their presence. Many a
birder has located owls because of the
raucous behavior of jays. On the refuge
they can be found pretty much anywhere
there are trees. A pair has nested near
headquarters for many years. Listen for
them any time from October to February.
Watch for them coming out of the forest at
sunset to hunt the open fields for rodents.
The next time you are out after dark, look
and listen for this denizen of the night.

LPONWR Wildlife Biologist Mike Munts

LPO Refuge User Experience
Spotlight

As this winter takes shape, we may be in for
one of our best ski seasons in quite some
time. In recent years, skiing or snowshoeing
on the Refuge has been a game of picking
windows of opportunity: opportunity
provided by new snow, unplowed roads,
and below freezing temperatures. If this
winter continues on its current and projected
trajectory, skiers and snowshoers may
welcome recreation access well beyond
what has been available in the recent past.
We may be treated to more skiable days,
skiable terrain, and access to landscapes
that normally only receive enough snow for
the intrepid snowshoer or hiker. When the
Refuge gates are closed on December
31, (actually Friday the 30th during the work
week when staff are out and about), all
manner of fun on the snow may commence,
with confidence in a certain amount of
wintery solitude.

With forest health/thinning planned in the
Rymer Ridge area, Happy Valley Road off of
Buffalo – Wilson Rd. will be plowed and
thus off the table for decent ski access. That
leaves much of our most familiar access

January Bird Count

The annual LPONWR winter bird count
will be on Saturday January 14.
We will meet at the refuge head-
quarters at 9 am and count birds until
around 12:30, when we come back to
headquarters for lunch, and tally our
counts. Feel free to contact the office
for more information.

 It is a fun day of comradery as we
discover the surprising numbers of
species overwintering on the refuge.
Come join us!

Refuge Report

As we come to another winter, it seems
like this one has arrived early. As I write
this the first week of November, we



points closer to the headquarters available
as starting points for an outing. At the
junction of Narcisse Creek Road and
Starvation Flat Road, an area directly in
front of the Auto Tour signage is kept
plowed out and provides parking for several
vehicles. From here, ski past the closed
gate onto either Starvation Flat Road to the
right, or Starvation Lake Road to the left.
These roads are connected by the Blacktail
Mountain Cutoff Road just west of the
bridge crossing the Little Pend Oreille River
at River Camp. By combining the three
roads, a 4 mile loop is possible. This route
is often skied enough that a skier packed ski
track exists, and makes for smoother skiing
for folks on their skinny skis.

My standard route is to follow Starvation
Flat Road across the Little Pend Oreille
River and climb the first steep uphill above
River Camp towards Rookery Road. At the
top of the first climb a two track road on the
left bears north and crosses a long flat to
the west, with an upland rising to the east
before it brings the skier back to the river
and follows the river course to the bridge on
Blacktail Mountain Road. The last few
hundred feet of the road are more of a trail
than a road, and require at least one log
crossing with the possibility of taking the
skis off to bushwhack 50 feet onto the road.
From the bridge, ski west on Blacktail
Mountain Road past Winslow Cabin on the
left, and on to the junction with Blacktail
Mountain Cutoff Road. From there, return to
the starting point for a 6 mile loop. 

 Parking at refuge Headquarters provides
skiers with two obvious options; the 4 mile
Mill Butte Trail loop for snowshoers and
skiers with touring skis (metal or partial
metal edged skis) and Bear Creek Road.
The Mill Butte Trail has more elevation gain,
is narrower, and less obvious as to location
in wintertime compared to any of the road

have several inches of snow at the
office, and it is still coming down. I love
looking at fresh snow. To me, there are
few things as peaceful as looking
across fresh fallen snow. The unbroken
white covers everything. A driveway,
parking lot or pristine meadow all look
the same in a fresh white blanket. 

This fall was another busy one.
September brought the first post-
COVID school field trip to the refuge.
Staff and Friends of LPO volunteers
took a group of second graders from
Republic around the McDowell Marsh
Environmental Education Trail. It was
great to see groups of kids on the trail
again. These educational programs are
part of why this trail was put in, so if
you have a group we could speak to,
don’t hesitate to contact the refuge.
 
As fall winds down the field season,
our seasonal staff are finishing work
and getting ready to move on to their
next chapter. The biology intern
Bethany finished in mid-October, and
went to a winter job in Georgia doing
habitat work. Emily (our bio tech) will
be finished just before Thanksgiving.
Fall is truly a time of transition. Planting
grass seed and preparing equipment
for the cold is part of preparing for
winter. I have written in this column
before about of our control efforts
toward invasive species. Fall is a great
time to treat some long-lived species
as they get ready for winter. 

There have been some noteworthy
wildlife sightings this fall. In early
November, a group of four common
loons were seen on Bailey Lake.
Numerous flocks of both western and
mountain bluebirds were seen passing
through in September and early
October. Westerns are common here,
but in early October I saw a group of
mountain bluebirds near headquarters.
One of the exciting things about bird
migration is you never know what will
turn up.

Going south for the winter is all a
matter of perspective. For arctic birds,
'south for the winter' is here in
Washington. Winter is the time to find
birds from the far north like common



skiing on the refuge. After passing the gate
on Bear Creek Road, options abound after 1
mile at the junction of Bear Creek Rd. and
Berg Lane (Old Timers Horse Trail on
Google Maps). Just east of the junction is
an Auto Tour stop on the left with a two track
road that heads north across a flat and then
climbs up to an old homestead and large
orchard, adding another mile from the
junction.

 The Refuge road system provides winter
recreation opportunities for all ambitions
from simple out and back skis on relatively
flat terrain, to more adventurous tours
covering longer distances. Besides the main
refuge roads, there are many two track
roads whispering to skiers and snowshoers
of their longing for winter travelers. Use
Google Maps in combination with the
Refuge map in the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service brochure to plan your outing. I also
like to state what to many may be the
obvious, but is still a healthy reminder; it is
always safer to be over prepared than to be
unprepared. Bring the basics, layered
clothing, flashlight, first aid, glide wax, and
water. A more recent item that I have added
to my ski accoutrements is bear spray.
Winter on the Refuge sees more wolf
activity, as well as the presence of cougars
at lower elevation as the deer move into
their winter range. Here we are with these
wonderful public lands practically in our
back yards, and the potential of an epic ski
winter before us. Let’s have some Refuge
fun!

Greg Mohr, FLPO Board Member

redpolls, northern shrikes, American
tree sparrows, rough-legged hawks,
and others. Many birds head south for
the winter and others come here for the
winter. Some birds like chickadees and
nuthatches stay here year-round. For
many of those, winter is all about
feeding and staying warm until spring.
But for some birds, winter is breeding
season. Clark’s Nutcrackers, both
species of crossbills and Great Horned
Owls nest during the winter. Some like
the crossbills and the nutcracker are
tied to the availability of seeds. I have
seen a few nutcracker nests over the
years and all of them were found while
snowshoeing. To learn about the Great
Horned Owl and why they nest in the
cold check out my Critter of the Season
article!

Speaking of birds in winter feel free to
join us for the Little Pend Oreille
winter bird count on Saturday
January 14.

LPONWR Wildlife Biologist Mike Munts

Looking back...A historical
retrospective from happily retired
former LPO Refuge Manager Jerry Cline

During the late fall and early winter of 1940, war
was raging in Europe and Asia. President Franklin
Roosevelt, elected in November to an
unprecedented third term, promised to keep the

United States out of the conflict. During the period of November 1940 through January 1941,
coinciding with this refuge quarterly report, the Germans started bombing civilians in large British
cities in what came to be known as “the blitz”.  The Warsaw Ghetto was officially sealed, cutting
off 380,000 jews from the rest of the world. Plutonium was first isolated and produced at the



University of California, Berkley. Hitler warned the U.S. that any ships bringing aide to Great
Britain would be sunk.  Joan Baez was born, Abbot and Costello released their first movie, and
the Andrews Sister recorded “Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy”. The average American’s annual
income was $1,725. With that you could buy a new car for $850 unless you wanted the Ford
Super Deluxe Sedan Coupe. That cost $1395.  Since the Great Depression was still a thing, I bet
most people like my parents drove a very used car and skimped to save up the $13.65 needed
to buy a new Philco radio to listen to FDR’s fireside chats. 

Refuge Manager Schwartz reported colder than normal temperatures during that November and
December with several thermometers located at various ranches within the Refuge recording
temperatures as low as -8 ˚. This was followed by a mild January with snow depths of only 3” –
5” on Starvation Flat and bare ground on south facing slopes below 3000’. Frozen lakes meant
very few waterfowl in the area, except some mallards and a few green-winged teal on a spring-
fed pond on the O.C. Isom ranch.  No Franklin’s (spruce) grouse and only one blue (dusky)
grouse was seen on Blacktail Mountain.  Ruffed grouse were seen in the brushy thickets along
streams, and he noted ring-necked pheasants becoming increasingly common in and around
various occupied farms within the Refuge. I’m not surprised, since these introduced pheasants
thrive in agricultural settings. But as the farms disappeared and the Refuge reverted to more
natural forest, pheasants disappeared too.  Mr. Schwartz noted the presence of the usual raptor
and non-game birds like chickadees, pileated woodpeckers, kingfishers, magpies and “horned”
owls. Interestingly, he noted the following birds as being observed for the first time on the
Refuge: bohemian waxwing, red-breasted nuthatches, pygmy owls, arctic three-toed
woodpecker (black-backed woodpecker), ravens and golden-crowned kinglets.  Some of these
are not particularly common, but ravens and red-breasted nuthatches are two of the most often
observed winter species on the Refuge! I doubt their abundance has increased significantly in
the last 80 years, so I can’t explain his comment. 

Over two full pages of the report discusses white-tailed deer, an indication of their significance to
Refuge management in those days.  White-tails seemed to move onto the low elevation winter
range early that year, according to Schwartz, likely due to moderately heavy snows in November
and December. State game protectors Resner and Harper assisted Refuge Laborer-patrolman
Potter with a special deer count to determine buck-doe-fawn ratio, an indicator of herd health
which they found to be satisfactory.  Less deer were reported in January than usual, likely
because Laborer-patrolman Potter was on vacation and fewer people were in the field.  Some
things never change, maintenance and law enforcement are out working even in the winter while
the Refuge manager “administrates” from the warm office. 

He noted two deer mortalities attributed to coyotes.  Although only one coyote was observed that
quarter, “all evidence seems to indicate that this animal is becoming increasingly numerous on
the refuge.”  Tracks were observed in the Blacktail Mountain area and with numerous
observations made on neighboring ranches.  Coyotes always seemed common to me, but
maybe they were less common in the 1940’s.  

Although just seven mule deer were observed on the upper slopes of Blacktail Mountain,
“judging from the numerous tracks and other evidence, it appears that a fairly large number of
this species is wintering in this area this year.”  He notes that mule deer have been feeding on
what he called “black moss (Usnea sp.), which I’m sure is the dark lichen commonly growing in
the tree canopy. 

The first appearance of elk in these quarterly reports is an unverified report from a local logger of
a cow and bull in the vicinity of Blacktail Mountain in Whitetail Canyon.  I’m not familiar with



Whitetail Canyon, it might be a “local” name lost over time. He stated, “Further investigation will
be made this winter in the attempt to verify this record.” 

Permission was granted to group of about 25 local ski enthusiasts to use one of the open slopes
near Coffin’s lake for skiing and other winter sports. Although limited in size, the area was close
to the highway and had reasonably deep snow.  Recall, the area near Coffin’s lake was part of
the original refuge land base until the land exchange with the Washington Department of Natural
Resources in the mid-1960’s. 

The most noteworthy entry in this quarterly report describes harvesting tamarack (western larch)
logs for the construction of the new headquarters building. This log building is still used as refuge
headquarters.  The best stands of timber suitable for building logs were found only at elevations
of 3000’-3500’ where snow depths ranged from 12”-18” that year.  A small crew started on
November 27 and by January 4 202 logs ranging in length from 30’-65’ and from 10” to 16”
diameter were cut down using axes and two-man cross-cut saws. A two-horse team skidded one
long log or two short logs at a time to where they were peeled by hand and piled to season for at
least a year. The total cost for labor and skidding amounted to $385.50, exclusive of the salary
paid to the labor-patrolman and the truck operation costs.   My father told me about cutting down
trees as a young man in the 1930’s using a crosscut saw. He said a two-man saw team is a lot
like a good marriage: the trick is knowing when to pull and when to not push.  

 

Planning Meeting Saturday, January 28th
The Friends of the LPO annual planning meeting will be held on January 28th at the house at
LPO headquarters. The meeting will start at 9:30 am, followed by a potluck. We welcome the



community to come and share ideas with the board, to help guide activities and projects!

Sign up for our Newsletter!

If you are not a subscriber to our newsletter and would like to receive future newsletters via
email, click here

 

Our Mission

The Friends of the
Little Pend Oreille
National Wildlife
Refuge is an
independent,
nonprofit
organization
dedicated to
promoting the
conservation of
native fish,
wildlife, plants and their habitats
on the Refuge, providing
educational opportunities, and
fostering understanding and
appreciation of the Refuge.

Membership and Contact Info

It's membership renewal time! If you would
like to renew your membership, are
interested in becoming a Friends of the LPO
member, or would like to donate to the
'Friends' group, click here.

To learn more about us, visit our webpage
at http://refugefriends.com or click on the
link to our facebook page below.

To contact us:
friendslpo@gmail.com
PO Box 215, Colville, WA 99114
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