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The Bird Festival 
With Souvenir 
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So when a birder starts dating a 
nonbirder, it’s only natural to be 
a little worried about having a 
sometimes-all-consuming pastime 
that you can’t really share with 
your partner. When my nonbirder 
boyfriend read an article in an air-
line magazine about a bird festival 
a few hours’ drive away and sug-
gested we go together, I leapt at 
the chance to encourage this sign 
of interest in all things feathered. 
But, when the weekend of the 

A visit to the Othello 
Sandhill Crane Festival 
in central Washington.
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Othello Sandhill Crane Festival 
finally arrived, I woke up on Sat-
urday morning with a massive 
head cold. 

I dragged myself out of bed 
anyway. I was determined to see 
those cranes with Evan even if  
it killed me. Nursing my sniffles 
as we drove through the wheat 
fields and dry grassland of rural 
southeastern Washington, I didn’t 
realize I was on my way to what 
turned out to be one of the most 
unusual birding festivals I’ve ever 
attended. 

One of the men responsible for 
putting on this exceptional event 
is Kurt Braunwart, co-chairman 
of the festival committee and 
owner of a seed company in the 
area. Braunwart remembers his 
wildlife-biologist father calling 
him outside to see the cranes pass 
over during their annual migra-
tion when he was a child. The 
birds were so high up that they 
were just specks against the sky, 

Birding is a hobby  

that can occasionally take 

over your life, whether 

it involves getting up at 

the crack of dawn during 

migration to go chasing 

warblers or planning a trip 

across the country to add 

some regional specialty to 

your life list. 
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to her companion, “but I saw 
something about it in the paper 
and thought it might be fun.” 

When we’d registered for 
the festival, we’d been able to 
choose from a long list of field 
trip options that went far beyond 
looking at sandhill cranes: bird-
ing by bicycle 
and boat, trips 
to see burrow-
ing owls, trips to 
see endangered 
ground squirrels 
and pygmy rab-
bits, trips to see 
native-plant res-
toration projects, 
trips to see wind 
turbines, trips to 
see paleontol-
ogy digs. Evan is 
interested in geol-
ogy, so besides 
a sunset crane-
viewing tour, 
we’d settled on 
a guided tour of 
the area’s unique 
geological features, the butte-and-
basin scablands carved by massive 
floods that swept through the area 
near the end of the last ice age. 
In any case, it was clear that the 
Othello Sandhill Crane Festival 
had something to offer almost 
anyone, from hardcore listers to 
the most casual nature enthusi-
ast. The heart of the weekend, 
though, is still the dawn and 
dusk crane-viewing tours.

When the festival was started 
in the 1990s by staff at the local 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
office, a FWS employee accom-
panied every crane-viewing tour 
as a guide to find the birds and 
answer attendees’ questions about 
them. However, as the buses full 

of eager crane 
watchers cruised 
slowly past agri-
cultural fields 
in search of the 
birds, the wildlife 
guides would 
get questions 
they couldn’t 
answer: What 
sort of crops 
are being grown 
here? What is 
all the equip-
ment for? For 
some festival 
attendees from 
urban areas like 
Seattle, this was 
their first time 
seeing large-

scale agriculture up close. 
Meanwhile, the local Fish and 

Wildlife Service staff was expe-
riencing cutbacks, as the area’s 
wildlife refuges were consolidated 
into a unit managed from an 
office an hour away. The solu-
tion was for the Grant County 
Conservation District, which has 
several wildlife-minded farm-
ers on its board, to take over the 
bulk of the festival management. 

far away from the lush forests 
most people picture when they 
think of the Pacific Northwest. 
Today, Othello is a town of 
around 7,000 people, surrounded 
by intensely irrigated fields and, 
farther out, sagebrush desert. The 
Columbia River is to the south, 
the Columbia National Wild-
life Refuge to the west, and the 
Potholes Reservoir, the product 
of the irrigation project, to the 
north. The town is small enough 
that even though we weren’t quite 
sure which street we were looking 
for, it only took us a few minutes 
of driving around to find the high 
school, where the festival is head-
quartered.

Presenting our tickets at the 
door, we entered the high-school 
gymnasium, which had been 
transformed into a bird- and 
agriculture-themed fair. Vendors 
sold sandhill crane jewelry and 
note cards, agricultural compa-
nies handed out brochures about 
their products and bags of chips 
made from local potatoes, and 
volunteers from a raptor reha-
bilitation center showed off live 
hawks and owls to fascinated 
children (and to my fascinated 
boyfriend, who had never been 
so close to birds of prey before). 
Serious birders carrying expen-
sive optical equipment mingled 
with curious locals who had 
come with kids in tow. “I didn’t 
know what a crane festival was,” 
I overheard a woman saying 

their wild, bugling calls drifting 
down through the air. Back then, 
the cranes didn’t stop in Othello, 
Washington. The region was des-
ert scrubland in the rain shadow 
of the Cascade Mountains, unap-
pealing to the majestic birds. All 
this changed when the Bureau of 
Reclamation’s Columbia Basin 
Project brought irrigation to the 
area in the 1950s.  

Plentiful water made the 
area prime country for growing 
onions, potatoes, peas, and corn. 
Canada geese congregated in 
the newly planted fields, where 
farmers would disperse them with 
boom guns to keep them from 
damaging the young crops. But 
the cranes were different: Instead 
of eating growing winter wheat 
and threatening farmers’ liveli-
hoods, they ate the grubs in the 
soil and the leftovers after fields 
were harvested. The irrigation 
project also created shallow wet-
lands that were ideal for cranes 
to roost in at night. By the 1970s, 
the Othello area was a regular 
stopover area for sandhill cranes 
on their annual migration from 
their breeding grounds in Canada 
to wintering areas in the southern 
United States and Mexico. The 
community was happy to play 
host to the gangly birds. “In gen-
eral, one reason farmers enjoy 
what they do is that they enjoy the 
wildlife that congregates around a 
farm,” according to Braunwart. 
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The winter plumage of an  
adult sandhill crane is gray with  

a few rusty spots. 
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As the bus headed back to 
the high school, we could see 
more cranes out the window 
as they continued to head to 
their evening roost, ragged V’s 
of bird silhouettes against the 
softening purple sky. Evan the 
nonbirder leaned over for a bet-
ter look and put his arm around 
me, an onion clutched in his 
other hand.

“Okay,” he said, “I can see why 
you like this. This is pretty cool.”

I smiled. And blew my nose.
By the way, that nonbirder is 

my husband now.  a

Rebecca Heisman is a freelance 
writer and former environmental 
educator who lives in Walla Walla, 
Washington.

I like birds so much, it would be 
a crane.

When we finally did stumble 
across a group of them, they 
were on the far side of a muddy 
field, mixed in with some sleepy-
looking cows. We obediently 
trooped off the bus and I handed 
Evan my binoculars so he could 
get a good look. With their long 
necks and elegant bustles, the tall 
birds stepped delicately across 
the rutted soil, eating grubs 
and calling softly to each other. 
A second stop took us to the 
wetland where the cranes were 
trickling in to roost for the night, 
where we watched bald eagles 
and white pelicans in between 
seeing the small groups of cranes 
fly overhead and then find places 
at the edge of the water.

what makes the Othello area so 
ideal for growing potatoes, I 
gazed out the window, trying 
to ignore the fact that my head 
still felt like it was stuffed with 
cotton. I really, really wanted us 
to get a good look at the cranes, 
not for myself—I’d seen large 

numbers of 
cranes before at 
their wintering 
grounds in  
Arizona—but 
for Evan.

There’s just 
something magi-
cal about cranes. 
Mythology 
and folk tales 
relating to these 
ancient birds 
can be found in 
cultures around 
the world. The 
world’s highest-
altitude bird 
migration is 
undertaken 
every year by 

demoiselle cranes flying over 
the peaks of the Himalayan 
Mountains, and the world’s 
oldest playable musical instru-
ments are Chinese flutes made 
from the bones of red-crowned 
cranes more than 9,000 years 
ago. When you watch a pair of 
cranes dance, it feels like you’re 
witnessing a ritual from before 
time. If any one creature could 
make someone understand why 

The Fish and Wildlife Service 
remains involved, and now each 
crane-viewing tour is accompa-
nied by not one guide, but two: 
a wildlife expert to talk about 
the cranes and a representative 
from the local agricultural com-
munity to talk about the farms. 
Instead of the 
time spent driving 
around looking 
for cranes simply 
being downtime, 
a proud local 
farmer or busi-
nessman tells you 
exactly what the 
equipment you’re 
driving past is 
used for, what’s 
being planted or 
harvested in each 
field, how the 
irrigation system 
works, and more.

And some-
times, if you’re 
lucky, your agri-
cultural guide 
might even bring along a bag of raw 
onions to hand out as souvenirs.

After grabbing some dinner, 
we boarded the yellow school 
bus that was going to take us in 
search of the cranes. I grew up in 
the Midwest, and driving down 
country roads between cultivated 
fields still makes me feel more 
myself than almost anything else. 
While the guides talked about 
different subspecies of crane and RO
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Sandhill cranes coil their neck 

while foraging, but never in flight, 
as does the great blue heron.

Website: othellosandhillcrane-
festival.org (be warned, website 
makes noise) 

Dates: March 18 to 20, 2016
What to expect: Displays, ven-

dors, and lectures at the festival 
headquarters in the local high 
school; morning and evening 
crane-viewing tours; a variety of 
other field trips on topics including 
geology, native plants, etc. as well 
as birding 

Cost: General admission to the 
festival (including talks and lectures) 
is $10 for adults, $7 for seniors, and 
free for children under 12. Field 

trips have additional fees, ranging 
from $12 for guided crane-viewing 
tours to up to $60 for longer, more 
involved outings, such as boat tours 
and full-day birding trips. Meals are 
also available at the headquarters 
for a small additional charge. 

Travel information: A variety 
of lodging options is available in 
the area, including campgrounds 
and chain and local hotels; see the 
festival website for a complete list. 
Nearby airports include Pasco (1 
hour away), Yakima (1.5 hours), 
Spokane (1 hour 45 minutes), and 
Seattle-Tacoma (3 hours).

If you go:


