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Not long after we started our drive on the 
rough mountain road, our car suddenly 

jolted and tilted to one side. We got stuck in a 
trench! 

An hour earlier, we had just touched down 
at Kona airport on the Big Island in Hawai‘i. We 
quickly rented a car and drove to Mauna Kea 
Forest Reserve to look for the Palila, an endemic 
Hawaiian honeycreeper.

The road in Mauna Kea Forest Reserve is 
extremely rough and rocky. We were lucky 
that our four-wheel drive vehicle eventually got 
us out of the trench and continued along the 
remaining six-mile dirt road toward R12. With 
such conditions, it took us nearly an hour to 
complete. 

The small patch of mamane forest between 
two pu‘u (volcanic hills) near the R12 road of 
Mauna Kea Forest Reserve is now the only place 
where birders can still reliably find the Palila. 

The Palila has evolved for millions of years 
to consume the toxic seeds and flowers of the 
mamane bush. The historical range of the Palila 
once extended all the way to the coast, covering 
the entire western slope of Mauna Kea. However, 
following human arrival on the island, the cattle, 
sheep, and pigs introduced by settlers nearly 
obliterated all suitable habitat within the birds’ 
distribution area. The lush mamane forest that 
the Palila exclusively relies on has decreased 
dramatically.

Furthermore, invasive plants made it difficult 
for native flora to take root, while mosquitoes 
transmitted avian malaria to the unprepared 
Hawaiian honeycreepers. Those human activities 
wiped out all the Parrot-billed Honeycreepers 
on the main Hawaiian islands except the Palila. 
They have become one of the most endangered 
birds in the world, numbering fewer than 600 
individuals. They now survive solely within 
a patch of forest covering less than 10 square 
miles on the western flank of Mauna Kea, and 
face a high probability of extinction within a few 
decades.

Upon arriving at the R12 intersection of the 
“main road,” we got out of our car to hike our 
way around the pu‘u to the lush mamane forest 
on the other side.

Suddenly, I heard some faint whistles from 
the Palila. We slowly approached the forest. As 
soon as we got close, a Palila swooped down to 

a mamane right in front of us. We then realized 
that there were two more Palilas in that bush. 

We carefully moved closer, and suddenly, a 
Palila flew over, calling loudly. This triggered 
the other Palilas to come to the top of the bush. 
That was truly spectacular! I quickly raised my 
camera and captured the moment. I was just in 
time, as they soon followed the fourth bird and 
flew away into the vast mamane forest further 
down the road. 

With another Palila singing in the distance, 
we slowly walked back to our car. Such a lovely, 
yet so endangered bird! It is devastating to know 
that such a beautiful creature might be gone 
forever in the near future.

SPRING BREAK IN HAWAI‘I: The Last Forest of the Palila
by Shuxing (Miles) Wang

The way back down the mountain was not 
any easier. Fortunately, we successfully made it 
to the paved road. The rest of the drive was more 
or less much smoother. With the relaxing sunset 
in front of us, we got back to town. 

Although we saw a lot of exciting lifers all 
throughout the trip in Hawai‘i, getting the Palila 
was one of the most memorable moments of the 
entire spring break.

Shuxing (Miles) Wang in the field on his way to  
finding these Palilas among the mamane bushes  
of Mauna Kea Forest Reserve on Hawai‘i’s Big Island.

Pa
lil

a 
(L

ox
io

id
es

 b
ai

lle
ui

)  
 ©

 S
hu

xi
ng

 (M
ile

s)
 W

an
g

Pa
lil

a 
(L

ox
io

id
es

 b
ai

lle
ui

)  
 ©

 S
hu

xi
ng

 (M
ile

s)
 W

an
g

Hugo Wang photo

birding



It’s easy to miss out on the wonderful splendors of spring if you spend most 
of your waking hours staring at a screen in a cubicle: To miss the trees going 

from bare-branched to foliaceous, the sight and smell of flowers in bloom, 
the sun rising further north and angling higher each day, and of course, to 
miss the birds migrating and nesting. Thankfully, I quit my cubicle job.    

I’ve written before in these pages about monitoring Western Bluebird nest 
boxes at Alhambra Golf Course, and I’m happy to report the 2026 season, 
my fourth, is off to a solid start. As of May 1, 87 eggs had been laid, and 65 
chicks had hatched. The bawdy bluebirds are on pace to equal last season’s 
reproductive success, despite one nest box lost to honeybees and another to 
a golfer’s wayward tee shot since last year. 

I’m also delighted to share that my nest watching responsibilities have 
expanded a little, as two once-vacant nest boxes were occupied this spring! 
As originally reported via PAS social media and e-blast, the nest box I hung 
in front of the office on Grand Avenue was “rented” by Oak Titmice back in 
mid-March. The feisty pair, who would chastise me every visit, successfully 
brooded seven chicks, all of which fledged on or around May 2. There is still 
time in their breeding season for a second brood, though this is an unusual 
occurrence for Oak Titmice.

Meanwhile, a Mountain Chickadee pair are busy tending to four little 
ones in a nest box at Pasadena Highlands, a retirement community with 
a charming courtyard and even more charming residents. The chickadees 
were doubtless drawn to the tall conifers that shade the courtyard, as well as 
to the flower beds and seed feeders maintained by the Pasadena Highlands 
Garden Club, which is led by my friend and fellow PAS member Gesna 

Clarke. It’s been truly grand 
to check on the chickadees 
with Gesna and her crew.  

This year for the first 
time, I’m documenting all 
these nest visits with the 
NestWatch app, which not 
only shares my observational 
data with the Cornell 
Laboratory researchers but, 
because it’s linked to my
eBird account, also goes into 
the California Bird Atlas. 

Go to nestwatch.org and californiabirdatlas.org to learn how to stitch these 
tandem projects together. 

I sense a special opportunity in the air this spring. At our March meeting, 
California Bird Atlas Executive Director Van Pierszalowski said the time 
was ripe for a state Bird Atlas because of the exponential growth in birding’s 
popularity since the last time a statewide atlas was proposed. We also know 
North American birds have declined by 30% since 1970, with a lot of cavity-
nesting birds bearing the brunt. Nest box deployment, conscientious nest 
monitoring, and bird habitat restoration are simple, concrete ways to help 
revive bird populations. So let’s get to work. 

Please contact PAS Programs Coordinator Carl Matthies at carlfm.pas@gmail.com with 
any questions or comments.

Building Up Nest Eggs

bird watch
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Birds get busy this breeding season by Carl Matthies
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Gesna Clarke and other Garden Club members  
with the author at Pasadena Highlands

One of multiple Western Bluebird nests at Alhambra Golf Course with a clutch of six 
eggs, near the upper limit for this species. Bits of trash are sometimes incorporated in 
nests as insulation. 

A pile of birds. By the time they are ready to fledge, altricial hatchlings like these Oak 
Titmice are virtually the same size as their parents. Surely the tight quarters are a strong 
incentive to leave.

A Mountain Chickadee stays on her nest despite the intrusion. If the female is
known to be on the nest, the box is not inspected, but this can be hard to ascertain. 
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Across the bay, a kayak split the mist.
A heron, cloaked in cobalt reverie,
stood still as time upon a granite stone.
One leg tucked tight, the other poised in thought,
its eye fixed on the glassy, dimpled tide.

He waited—not for fish, but for the breath
of something deeper, surfacing at last—
a truth too slow to rise, too sharp to flee.
The river held its secrets just below,
while fog returned to swaddle what we know.

The Great Blue Heron often appears motionless in 
shallow water—focused, poised between patience 

and movement. To encounter a heron in this state is to 
feel the pace of solitude: space to breathe, to meditate, 
and to ponder thoughts and ideas carried quietly within. 
For a moment, the world slows, as if attention itself has 
been invited—or granted.

The life of the Great Blue Heron is inseparable from 
water. It depends on healthy wetlands—quiet shorelines, 
floodplains, estuaries, and shallow rivers where fish 
and amphibians remain abundant and waters retain 
ecological balance. Because of this reliance, the heron 
has long been regarded as an indicator of environmental 
health. Where herons thrive, wetlands are often 
functioning well. Where they disappear, the loss usually 
signals deeper disruption long before it becomes obvious 
elsewhere.

Yet the heron’s significance extends beyond biology.
Across many ancient cultures, herons were regarded 

with reverence long before modern science provided 
explanations for natural systems. In Indigenous traditions 
across North America, herons were associated with 
wisdom, patience, and self-reliance; their presence often 
signaled abundance and the assurance of sustenance. 
In ancient Egypt, herons were linked to the soul and 
the passage between worlds. In Chinese and Japanese 
art, folklore, and literature, they appeared as emblems 
of balance, longevity, purity, and the ability to move 
between elements—water, earth, and air.

These traditions were not grounded in data, but 
in sustained observation and lived experience with 
the natural world. Reverence fostered social cohesion 
and psychological steadiness at a time when nature’s 
uncertainty could not be explained scientifically. The 
heron’s quiet self-reliance served as an example to 
individuals and families facing sickness, scarcity, and 
despair—particularly in the production and gathering 
of food.

GREAT BLUE HERON: Witness at the Water’s Edge

know your bird

Today, science has given us extraordinary insight into how ecosystems function and 
why species like the Great Blue Heron depend on ecologically sound wetlands. What 
science cannot compel, however, is care. No legislation or dataset can require people 
to notice a bird standing at the water’s edge, or to feel responsibility for the habitat 
that sustains it. Laws can protect wetlands, but their effectiveness ultimately depends 
on human behavior—on attention, restraint, understanding interdependence, and a 
willingness to coexist thoughtfully with other forms of life.

As wetlands deteriorate through development, pollution, and climate-driven 
change, herons often respond quietly. Their absence can speak as clearly as their 
presence. In this way, the Great Blue Heron becomes both witness and messenger, 
revealing change not through alarm, but through silence.

Perhaps what is needed now is not a return to ancient belief, but a rational 
reverence—a way of seeing informed by science and experience, guided by respect. 
Modern knowledge can explain why wetlands matter; reverence gives us reason 
to care. Together, they offer a framework for stewardship that serves birds, forests, 
waters, and people alike.

To watch a Great Blue Heron fish is to observe patience as survival. Nothing holds 
its attention except the present moment. Nothing is rushed. In that quiet discipline 
lies a lesson. When we learn to notice the heron clearly, we may also begin to notice 
the health of our wetlands—and our own responsibilities—more honestly. Care, like 
balance, begins with attention.

by Sepala Weliwitigoda

Great Blue Heron.  © Renée Fabian
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 thank you to our wonderful donors!
Your generous support keeps our community thriving.

CALIFORNIA CONDOR  ($2,000+)
Michele Bogaard, Jennifer DeVoll, Katerina Fragos, GHJ Foundation, Carl Matthies, 
Susan Matthies, Ann and Karen Mitchell, Mitchell Foundation for Nature, Art, and 
Science,  Pasadena Community Foundation

GREAT HORNED OWL  ($500 - $999)
Emily L Allen

ACORN WOODPECKER  ($250 - $499)
Viveca Sapin, Deborah Tammearu

CALIFORNIA THRASHER  ($100 - $249)
Gesna Clarke, Ruben DiRado, Beth Gertmenian, Lorinda A Soma

WRENTIT  ($5 - $99)
Mary Allan, Joanne Bartkus, Martin Bern, Ava Bise, Debbie Brunner In memory of Her
Mother, Christian Camozzi, Hannah Carbone, Lisa Day, Kathryn Degner, David Dowell, 
Joan Dy In memory of Moises Cervantes, George A Eslinger, Shari Faris, Robert Jacob-
son, Ross Jacobson In memory of Robert Montgomery, Catherine Jurca and Scott Fraser, 
Jared Knickmeyer and Lynda Elkin, Rachel Knight, Ann Kocarek, Laurie Kovalenko, David 
Labowitz, Sarah Larson, Alice Lewin, Brenda Maceo, Tarrie Mercer, Olga Palo, Julie & Peter 
Parker, Terry and Roger Proffitt, Susan Reedy, Joyce Robinson, Amit Roy, Laura & Gavin 
Solomon, Chris Spurgeon, Elaine Tietjen, Cheryl Walling, Patrick Walling, David Weeshoff

DAWN CHORUS  (Monthly Donors)
Mary Allan, Martin Bern, Ava Bise, Hannah Carbone, Gesna Clarke, Lisa Day, Kathryn 
Degner, George A Eslinger, Shari Faris, Catherine Jurca and Scott Fraser, Jared 
Knickmeyer and Lynda Elkin, Rachel Knight, Ann Kocarek, Alice Lewin, Terry and 
Roger Proffitt, Susan Reedy, Joyce Robinson, Amit Roy, Laura & Gavin Solomon, 
Chris Spurgeon, Elaine Tietjen, Cheryl Walling, Patrick Walling, David Weeshoff

BECOME A PART OF THE DAWN CHORUS
Consider joining our monthly donor program to provide ongoing support for all 
our programs and events. Sign up at pasadenaaudubon.org/donate. Dawn Chorus 
donors receive a beautiful enamel pin designed by PAS’ own Patrick Walling and 
Graham Hamby!


