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The MUSKRAT EXPRESS JANUARY 30, 2022 

The newsletter for the: 

 Williams Lake Field Naturalists 

 1305A Borland Road, Williams Lake BC, V2G 5K5 

 

Membership fees: Family ($35), single ($30) or student ($10) memberships can be mailed to the above address.  

Please complete the membership and waiver forms available at the Nature Centre (250) 398-8532, 

muskratexpress@shaw.ca or the web site below.  For more information about the club please contact Fred McMechan 

at 392-7680 or e-mail Fred_McMechan@telus.net 

 

Williams Lake Field Naturalists Website http://www.williamslakefieldnaturalists.ca 

Scout Island Nature Centre Website http://www.scoutislandnaturecentre.ca 

 

Executive of The Williams Lake Field Naturalists: presidential Team Margaret Waring (Chairperson), 

Don Lawrence (Scout Island affairs) and Ordell Steen (Communications/liaison), secretary Nola Daintith , treasurer 

Katharine VanSpall and directors Peter Opie, Ray Hornby, Francis McCoubrey, Jean Oke, Cathie Hamm, Sean Donahue, 

Vanessa Robinson and Fred McMechan 

 

 

Editors: Thanks to all of you who have contributed to this edition of the 

newsletter.  Please expect your next edition of the newsletter early in March. If 

you have comments, suggestions or articles for the next Muskrat Express please 

contact Margaret Waring (398-7724), Jim Sims (778 764-2752) or e-mail us at 

muskratexpress@shaw.ca  

 

From Jim at Eagle Lake:  There has not been a lot of excitement out here at Tern Inn. The “Banditry” of Chickadees 

continue to steal away their daily ration of sunflower seeds. During the past week they have been joined by a “Gallup” 

of 5 or 6 Common Redpolls. Also new this week has been a “Murder” of 10 Crows. This is the first time I have had them 

doing much more than a flyby. They have recently returned to the lake with the warmer weather.  They pass by the Inn 

as they travel between the ranch and the lodge where there are lots of cows and horses. Unfortunately they have 

discovered that the “Bandits” have been dropping bits of suet from the suet feeder and the Crows stop by regularly to 

clean up.   

 

The warmer weather has reduced the snow pack enough to encourage our regular moose to return. They were absent 

during the cold and snow dome of late December and early January. The bit of crust on the snow surface has made it 

easier for the rabbits and the predator Lynx to run around.  It amazes me to see the Lynx track as a faint indentation in 

the snow surface when Niut running along beside the track is diving in head first until he hits the ground. They must be 

very light on their big feet. 

 

The exciting bird of the season so far is this Great 

Gray Owl that I photographed over at Lunch 

Lake. It was perched on the top of a small aspen 

right beside the road so I was able to get in for 

some close pictures.  Tatlayoko Lake has not 

been producing much Waterfowl this winter, just 

a few Common Goldeneye.  The Yellow-billed 

Loon has not shown up so far.   

 

It is getting late and it is time to Tern Inn the 

newsletter to my partner Margaret for 

distribution. 
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Upcoming Williams Lake Field Naturalists Presentations (via Zoom) 
**Note** if you are not a member of the Williams Lake Field Naturalists you will be required to register before 

the zoom meeting. 

 

Please contact Ordell Steen (oasteen@shaw.ca) if wish to join a presentation but are not a member of the WL Field 

Naturalists or if you have questions regarding accessing Zoom.  A Zoom link will be sent by email to all members before 

each presentation. 

 

Tuesday February 8, 7:00 p.m.  “Ethiopia Culture and Wildlife” by Rick and Moya Stokes 

Join Field Naturalists Rick and Moya Stokes as they describe their seven day tour of northern Ethiopia’s cultural history 

and 18 day birding tour in parks, mountains, woodlands, and lakes of Ethiopia.  More than 300 species of birds as well 

as several species of mammals, reptiles, and insects were seen.  You will enjoy excellent photographs of cultural features, 

landscapes and wildlife. 

Link information: 

Topic: Ethiopia Culture and Wildlife - Rick and Moya Stokes 
Time: Feb 8, 2022 07:00 PM Pacific Time (US and Canada) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Join Zoom Meeting 

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/86993864427?pwd=RFBYN2krcjVSclh6T2NPVjFCQ1cvQT09  
 

Meeting ID: 869 9386 4427 

Passcode: 904396 

One tap mobile 
 

to join by phone: 1-778-907-2071 or 

to Find your local number: https://us02web.zoom.us/u/kdD91VVu2D  
 

Wednesday, March 9, 7:00 p.m.  “A collaborative fire-history of Flat Rock (Ne Sextsine) in the Williams Lake 

Community Forest” by Kelsey Copes-Gerbitz 

Kelsey Copes-Gerbitz is a fire researcher who recently completed her PhD at the University of British Columbia. Over 

the last five years she has been working with a range of people who care deeply about BC's forests and are addressing 

the growing risk of fire, including in the Williams Lake area. Kelsey's presentation will bring together many ways of 

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/86993864427?pwd=RFBYN2krcjVSclh6T2NPVjFCQ1cvQT09
https://us02web.zoom.us/u/kdD91VVu2D
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understanding fire from the past and present, including tree-rings, oral histories and stories, and archival material.  She 

is working to collaboratively develop strategies for innovative fire management practices to increase the resilience of 

BC forests. 

 

Tuesday, March 22, 7:00 p.m.  Michael Crowe (DFO) will describe the Big Bar slide into the Fraser River and efforts 

to reduce its effects on migrating salmon.  Title and fuller description will be provided later. 

 

 

Notes from the Director’s Meetings. 
By Margaret Waring 

 

We met by Zoom on Wednesday January 19th and are planning our next meeting at 7PM on 

Wednesday March 2nd. 

 

Christmas Bird Count and Thank You to Phil Ranson 

Phil has been coordinating our Christmas Count for 21 years and has announced his desire to retire.  He has done an 

excellent job and I am sure many of you have appreciated his knowledge.  I have learned many features about different 

birds from Phil.  We are lucky to have his dedication and expertise and I think and hope he will continue to share his 

knowledge. 

For the Christmas Bird Count we are looking for someone or a committee of a few members to coordinate this.  Sean 

Donahue is considering doing part of the job.  Are you interested?  Please let us know. 

 

Annual General Meeting (AGM) 

We have selected Friday March 25th to be the date for this event.  Currently we are unsure of the format.  It could be 

a zoom meeting or a bonfire or barbecue or a potluck or an indoor event or a combination in person and zoom 

gathering.  Please save the date and let us know if you have some ideas about the type of evening you would like or 

some entertainment you would be willing to share for the evening.  

 

Website 

Ordell Steen is working to update our website. One thing he needs are some pictures of people out enjoying and 

exploring nature.  Can anyone help?  

 

Scout island Nature Centre Management Plan 

Nola Daintith has lead this group and they have created a first draft  for comments.  The plan is for this document to 

guide the operation of Scout Island Nature Centre for the next 10 years. If you have an opportunity please review and 

submit your comments and ideas. 

 

I continue to be extremely impressed by the number of projects under way and the amount of outstanding creations 

produced by hard working dedicated volunteers. 

 

A Trip to the Past 
By Kim Zaley 

Our early winter weather did not deter several students from Lake 

City Secondary from heading out on a bit of an adventure on 

December 11, 2021. Organized by teacher sponsor, Jeff Wang, 

seven senior campus and one junior campus members of the 

Enviro Club took a day trip to check out the basalt columns north 

of McLeese Lake, off Moffat Lake Rd. With a short hike into the 

columns through ankle deep snow students were awed by the 

large basalt columns that look like giant chunks of rock stacked 

on top of each other. Many individuals, old and young, are 

amazed to discover that we live in an area that millions of years 
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ago had active volcanoes that have contributed to our land formations along with tectonic plate movement and retreating 

glacial ice.  

 

During the volcanic eruptions great flows of lava run down the landscape with 

bubbles boiling on the top of these flows, hardening along with the lava itself, 

to become basalt rock. Over time the hardened flow was covered by sediment 

and then glaciers. As the glacier ice retreated they scraped across the hardened 

lava flows (basalt rock) removing the bubbles and top layers. As well, this 

hardened lava started to dry from the bottom up creating cracks in the basalt 

rock (like dried mud puddles). Over time these cracks worked their way to the 

tops of the basalt rock creating column like structures. 

 

After exploring and, for a few, traversing the columns students had lunch before 

carrying on to check out how the Alexandria Falls were fairing in our early 

winter weather. The hike from the columns to the falls follows a well marked, 

level path for 30-45 mins before crossing an old logging road. Across the road 

to the left are the falls! We had expected to see a trickle of water at this time of 

year, however, we were met with a display of ice cascading down the drop of 

the falls. 

 

This is a positive group of students eager to learn about the formation of the 

basalt columns and to explore the outdoors around them. Along with working to educate their school community on 

various environmental issues, the group looks to do stewardship projects, and is also looking forward to star gazing 

sessions with Mr. Wang (his specialty) and future explorations into new environments and new adventures throughout 

the school year. 

 

Annual Williams Lake Christmas Bird Count 
By Phil Ranson 

 

The Williams Lake Field Naturalists hosted their 54th annual Christmas bird count on Sunday December 19th. The 

weather was mainly sunny with temperatures between -13° and -16°C with mostly light winds. As is often the case, most 

of the open water had frozen over in the preceding days which limited the few ducks remaining to small patches of open 

water in the river and the sewage lagoons. A heavy snowfall the previous day had the effect of bringing some birds down 

into the valley where bird feeders were doing a brisk trade, but also limiting access to birders on many of the non-

maintained back roads. 

 

Despite the less than favourable conditions, there was a good turnout 

of participants with 39 counters in the field and another 16 reporting 

from their bird feeders. One of these feeders on Opal St provided the 

highlight of the day with a count first Lark Sparrow. Not only an 

unusual bird in this area, previously only reported in June and July,  

but also only the third winter record for the Province. These birds 

generally winter in Mexico and the south-western US. As it was not 

seen again after count day, we can only hope that is where it headed. 

 

Once again, Bohemian Waxwings made a significant impact on the 

count providing over half the total number of birds seen on the day. 

The final tally was 9081 birds of 54 species with waxwings 

contributing  a count high of nearly 4900. These dapper birds appear 

fairly briefly at this time of the year often arriving from the north in 

vast flocks. Feeding primarily on mountain ash and juniper berries, 

they quickly depart just as soon as their food source is depleted. 

 

Lark Sparrow 

Photo by Leslie Harris 
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Rock Pigeons and House Sparrows were the only other species that appeared on the count in record numbers. These 

introduced species rely heavily on bird feeders as well as spilled grain to get through the winter and have spread from 

mainly in-town habitats to out into the suburbs. Another bird appearing in almost record numbers was the Townsend's 

Solitaire. This species competes with the waxwings for juniper berries in winter but is often quickly overwhelmed. The 

record was set in 2013 when the 85 Solitaires counted was also a Canadian Christmas count high. The total this year fell 

2 short but is once again the Canada high by a wide margin and the 6th highest in North America. 

 

On the other end of the scale, birds that don't seem to be doing as well continue to be the Hairy Woodpeckers with only 

12 counted. The record high was 50 in 2006 and numbers have been gradually declining since. Many people with bird 

feeders remarked on the scarcity of Black-capped Chickadees this winter which was borne out by the 210 on the count. 

This is the lowest total in 20 years. Absent this year were both the Red Crossbill and the White-winged Crossbill for the 

third straight year. These cone feeding finches are an irruptive species appearing either in large numbers some years if 

there is a good cone crop, to completely absent in others. 

 

Many thanks to the counters in the field, particularly those who travelled from out of town, and those who reported in 

the numbers from their bird feeders. 

 

1 Mallard 39 

2 Common Goldeneye 13 

3 Ruffed Grouse 2 

4 Great Blue Heron 1 

5 Bald Eagle 19 

6 Sharp-shinned Hawk 1 

7 Northern Goshawk 1 

8 Red-tailed Hawk 3 

9 Rough-legged Hawk 2 

10 Merlin 3 

11 Rock Pigeon ^ 718 

12 Eurasian Collared Dove 10 

13 Mourning Dove 6 

14 Northern Pygmy-owl 6 

15 Short-eared Owl 1 

16 N. Saw-whet Owl 1 

17 Downy Woodpecker 21 

18 Hairy Woodpecker 12 

19 Black-backed Woodpecker 2 

20 Northern Flicker 62 

21 Pileated Woodpecker 14 

22 Northern Shrike 13 

23 Canada Jay 5 

24 Steller's Jay 1 

25 Black-billed Magpie 12 

26 American Crow 400 

27 Common Raven 293 

28 Black-capped Chickadee 227 

29 Mountain Chickadee 224 

30 Red-breasted Nuthatch 69 

31 Brown Creeper 4 

32 American Dipper 2 

33 Golden-crowned Kinglet 2 

34 Townsend's Solitaire 83 

35 American Robin 15 

36 Varied Thrush 2 

37 European Starling 208 

38 Bohemian Waxwing 
^ 

4889 

39 Spotted Towhee 2 

40 Lark Sparrow * 1 

41 American Tree Sparrow 15 

42 Song Sparrow 38 

43 White-throated Sparrow 6 

44 White-crowned Sparrow 1 

45 Dark-eyed Junco 98 

46 Red-winged Blackbird 1 

47 Gray-crowned Rosy Finch 18 

48 Pine Grosbeak 6 

49 House Finch 346 

50 Common Redpoll 27 

51 Pine Siskin 160 

52 American Goldfinch 49 

53 Evening Grosbeak 6 

54 House Sparrow ^ 921 

  9081 

* New to Count 
^ Count high  
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Member’s Moment from Lubna Khan and Betty Donahue 
 

 

 

Muskrat Point 
 

After the brutally cold weather over the holidays, it was a relief to enjoy a warm sunny day at Scout Island. Lubna Khan 

captured this photo of a beaver grooming itself on the ice near Otter Point. It was entertaining to watch his short little 

arms rubbing his belly. Was he perhaps checking out whether he’d gained weight? Should we consider calling this area 

Muskrat Point as there were at least six muskrats sunning on the ice and nary an otter in sight? 
 

 

“Member’s Moment” is an opportunity for you to share a special scene, plant, animal, bird or outdoor activity that you 

have enjoyed and photographed here in the Cariboo Chilcotin. A chance for you to encourage other members to get 

outdoors and find their own special moments close to home and perhaps share them with all of us. For each newsletter 

the editors will select one or two photos for inclusion in the newsletter based on the quality of the photo as well as the 

interesting paragraph you must provide. We will save all submitted unused moments in hopes they may find a place in 

a future edition.  Please email your full resolution photo and paragraph to the muskratexpress@shaw.ca. A special 

thankyou to Lubna and Betty for their special Moment. 
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