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Woodpecker Wonderland— 

My BVAS Birding Trip to the Oregon Cascades 

By Janine Free 

The Metolius River 

The group in front of the Sis-

ters, with the author kneeling 

in front.   —S. Shunk 

On the 

road. 

The tour was anchored around Bend, Oregon.  

Our five-day route took us in a wide circle 

around Redmond and sometimes in and out of 

Sisters.  Much of our time was spent in the 

Deschutes Basin.  

We visited many burned forests at different   

elevations and in various stages of recovery.  

Steve was a fun and informative leader.  Having 

lived for 15 years in Sisters, his knowledge of 

the region was unique.  We stayed in a comfort-

able lodge in the outskirts of Bend.  

Dry Creek Swamp 

In June 2013, I went on a “Woodpecker Won-

derland” birding trip in the Oregon Eastern Cas-

cades led by Steve Shunk, owner of Paradise 

Birding.  Buena Vista Audubon sponsored the 

outing. There were seven of us. 
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He kept an evenly paced but ambitious schedule, 

making sure we understood the relationships be-

tween all the elements that create the ecosystems 

he took us too.  It included insects, plants, mam-

mals, human interactions, geology, etc.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Steve at a trailhead to the Metolius Basin. 

One of the highlights of the day 

was eating delicious and 

healthy lunches that Steve’s 

girlfriend (a biologist) would 

bring to the    forest for a pic-

nic, wherever we were.  

Picnic in 

the forest. 

Every night, Steve would take us to one of the 

best restaurants in Bend or Sisters, where we 

could sample the region’s microbreweries and 

its delicious food.  

The region is spectacular—lakes, rivers, 

volcanic peaks covered with snow, mead-

ows, and forests. The weather was warm 

during the day and cool at night,  Best of 

all, except in one area, there were NO 

MOSQUITOES! 

One of the 

Sisters. 
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See the complete bird list for the trip here: 

 http://www.paradisebirding.com/Paradise%

20Birding%20PDFs/bird%20lists/Oregon-Cascades-

Bird-List.pdf 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As promised, we saw 11 different species of 

woodpeckers. It was a tall order, but Steve 

was relentless!  In addition to the woodpeck-

ers, I saw a variety of new life birds, including 

the American dipper, the northern pigmy owl, 

sooty grouse, and many more.  

Northern 

Pigmy 

Owl          

-S. Shunk 

The pursuit of the woodpeckers 
taught us many things about for-
est management, fires and refor-
estation. We particularly concen-
trated on snags, the remains of 
burned, dead trees. Generally, 
snags created by bark beetles, 
and/or fire decay provide the 
greatest foraging and nesting op-
portunities for woodpeckers. East 
of the Cascades, 39 different 
species of birds and 23 mammal 
species depend on these snags.  

A snag. 

Some beetles are endemic to certain 
species of trees.  Unfortunately, snags 
are frequently cut down as unsightly, or 
because they make good firewood. 

Bark beetle  

Oregon maintains 30.5 million acres 
of forests, and fire is a natural ele-

ment.  In the Eastern Cascades, with 
its pine and mixed-conifer forests, 

fires occur every 5 to 40 years.  Most 
are caused by lightning, some by con-

trolled burns gone awry.   

A recent burn. 

http://www.paradisebirding.com/Paradise%20Birding%20PDFs/bird%20lists/Oregon-Cascades-Bird-List.pdf
http://www.paradisebirding.com/Paradise%20Birding%20PDFs/bird%20lists/Oregon-Cascades-Bird-List.pdf
http://www.paradisebirding.com/Paradise%20Birding%20PDFs/bird%20lists/Oregon-Cascades-Bird-List.pdf
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As we traveled from burn to burn 
in different stages of reforesta-
tion, we found different species 

of woodpeckers.   

These excavators have thick-walled skulls 
supported by powerful neck muscles, and a 

beveled, chisel-like bill. A woodpecker’s 
strong, grasping feet with sharp, curved nails, 

together with the specially adapted stiff tail 
feathers, form a triangular base for support in 
the vertical position.  The woodpecker’s barb-
tipped tongue and sticky saliva help it extract 

insects from deep crevices. There are over 
300,000 beetle species in the world; they 

were the world’s first pollinators.  

An example of reforesta-
tion through the back   
window  of the van. 

Checking out a burn area. 

I could write for miles about all the information Steve gave us, but 
I will concentrate on four woodpeckers and one plant that struck 
me the most:                                                                                        
Three-toed woodpeckers depend on the dead trees characteristic 
of old-growth forest, but new research shows that not just any 
snags will do.  They prefer snags that are dying or have died re-
cently. This means that current management plans based on 
providing old snags for nesting may be inadequate. Most wood-
peckers have four toes on each foot. The three-toed have only 
three. The loss of the fourth toe may help deliver stronger blows, 
but it comes at the expense of climbing ability. They thrive in 
spruce habitat, are very quiet, and are not found in California. 

Three-toed Woodpecker 
(picture from the Internet) 
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We saw a number of Lewis’ s woodpeckers in 
an area called the Aubrey Hall Burn in the 

Deschutes National Forest. This is a primarily 
ponderosa pine habitat which burned around 

10 years ago. Subsequently, the area was 
heavily logged and the Lewis’s woodpecker 

did not return to nest because most of the 
snags were gone.  A few citizen scientists 

mounted nesting boxes on trees over a few 
years. Historically most woodpeckers do not 

use next boxes because they are biologically 
conditioned to dig their own cavities, but today 

there are over 30 boxes in use and the Lew-
is’s are back at Aubrey Hall.  Eventually, as 

the trees grow back, the Lewis’s will leave the 
area again, seeking instead the more open 

canopy they require.                                                                 
Lewis’s  Woodpecker     —S. Shunk 

Pileated woodpeckers prefer mixed conifer forests and wetter 

regions because there is more rotting wood and carpenter 

ants.  They are not typically associated with burns because 

they often feed on rotting wood on the ground, but sometimes 

they come into a burn to take advantage 

of the beetles that are attracted to the 

burned trees.  We pursued them all week, 

looking at recent cavities and judging 

their freshness.  “Hmm..., they were here 

yesterday,” Steve would say.  

Steve searching for fresh Pileated tracks. 

Steve called them and called them and 

finally, on the last afternoon of the trip, 

a pair answered and came to check us 

out. They are BIG and noisy.   

Pileated 

Woodpecker 

—S. Shunk 
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 (All photos by Janine Free except where noted.) 

Three-toed, black-backed and pileated woodpeckers have 

a drum that starts out slow and picks up speed and de-

scends.  The flicker, as well as the hairy, ladder-backed, 

and most of the other picoides species, have drums that 

are rapid and steady with pauses.  White-headed tend to 

be fast at the beginning of their drumming. 

We observed a pair of hybrid sapsuckers (red-naped with 

a red-breasted). They hybridize on the East Slope of the 

Cascades where their ranges overlap. Identifying hybrids 

is difficult and one must take into account the age of the 

bird, the time of year, and whether it has been nesting in 

a burned tree. Feather wear occurs heavily in cavity nest-

ing and the soot of burned trees can stain their heads 

and necks.  The nesting success or longevity of offspring 

of hybrid pairs is questionable.  White-headed Woodpecker           

   —S. Shunk 

Last but not least, the wildflower season was at its 

peak.  I took many pictures of flowers but did not note 

their names.  In particular, we saw several Woodland 

Pinedrops growing on the forest floor.  They are 

thought to be dependent on a fungus that forms a my-

corrhizal relationship (a mutually beneficial associa-

tion) with conifer roots. They lack chlorophyll so they 

obtain their nutrients by sheathing the roots of the tree 

and isolating them from direct contact with the soil.  It 

is a very mysterious and beautiful plant. 

 
I would highly recommend any trip 
that Steve Shunk leads and hope 
that Buena Vista Audubon partners 
again with Paradise Birding, Steve’s 
birding tour website is at:           
http://www.paradisebirding.com.  
Thanks to the success of the East-
ern Cascades Woodpecker Wonder-
land trip, he will be sending a contri-
bution of $600 to BVAS. 
   —Janine Free 

Woodland Pinedrops 

Frank Wong scans for warblers  along an Oregon river. 

Jeanine Dreifuss 

views a cascade 

on our Oregon trip. 

http://www.paradisebirding.com/
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