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While browsing eBird one evening, I noticed 
something surprising. I came across several 

checklists reporting Common Poorwills at a 
trail called Mount Lukens Truck Trail, less than 
10 minutes from home. Although I had seen and 
heard Common Poorwills before, I never had a 
chance to observe one up close; they were all far 
away when I saw them. So, I decided to check it 
out the next evening. 

Just ten minutes later, we got to the trailhead. 
It was almost like we entered another world: 
It was away from human noises, full of birds, 
and gave us a stunning overview of Los Angeles 
and even some of the ocean near the skyline. 
We started walking on the trail, and Wrentits 
and Ash-throated Flycatchers were constantly 
calling everywhere, and a pair of Lawrence’s 
Goldfinch showed up. We even found two 
snake tracks crossing the dirt road that were 
both perfectly preserved. 

The sun soon fell behind the ocean in the 
distance, and I turned on my headlamp. We did 
not have to walk very far before a glowing orange 
eye suddenly appeared in my headlamp beam. 
It was the eye shine from our target Common 
Poorwill! We walked a little closer, and we could 
clearly see the Common Poorwill quietly resting 
on the road. 

The Common Poorwill is quite small for a 
nightjar, even smaller than a Mourning Dove. 
It is all gray and black but has a white collar, 
some white at the edge of the tail, and some 
buffy feathers near the collar. It sits quietly and 
then suddenly launches off the ground and 
flutters in the sky like a butterfly before finally 
landing back in the exact same spot. It’s more 
like a flycatcher, and not so much like a Lesser 
Nighthawk that chases insects like a swallow. 

Also like some flycatchers, the Common 
Poorwill has long bristles around its bill, which 
are supposed to protect the huge eyes during 
bursts of fast flights. When its head turns at the 
right angle, it shows its brilliant purple, orange, 
and yellow eyeshine, which was even present in 
the sky when it decided to change its spot and 
flew away. 

Just as we thought the evening was already 
complete, another Poorwill flew over my head 
and landed on the side of the road behind some 
bushes. We went over to the side and could kind 

of see an eye shine obscured by lots of vegetation. 
We moved around to the other side, and the bird 
was right in front of us, only a few feet away! We 
slowly moved a little bit, just enough to make 
it completely in view, with no obstacles in front 
of it at all.

I took tons of photos, and it finally flew away. 
It was hard to believe these amazing birds live so 
close to home, and they are so abundant on this 
little-known trail. We made our way back to the 
car as we took our last look at the unbelievable 
view from the trail. I was left wondering how 
many other trails across the San Gabriel foothills 
are still waiting to be explored; there must be 
way more Poorwills than we thought.

COMMON POORWILLS TEN MINUTES FROM HOME
Words and photos by Shuxing (Miles) Wang

Common Poorwill (top), beautiful views from the trail, 
and Ash-throated Flycatcher (right).
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California is home to more than 170 butterfly species, each adapted to 
unique habitats, from coastal dunes and oak woodlands to mountain 

meadows and desert landscapes. From the state’s official butterfly, the 
Monarch, to the Painted Lady, or the Variable Checkerspot, these butterflies 
provide striking subjects for realistic art.

Careful observation of their intricate patterns, subtle color variations, 
and delicate wing textures helps me to create work that is scientifically 
accurate and emotionally engaging. Oil as a medium is especially well-
suited for this subject because its rich pigments and slow drying time 
allow for smooth blending, luminous color transitions, and fine detail that 
captures the fragile elegance of butterfly wings.

Each butterfly’s distinctive markings and brilliant colors can be rendered 
with careful layering of transparent glazes and precise brushwork, creating 
an illusion of a living butterfly poised on native wildflowers, thereby 
emphasizing the relationship between the 
butterfly and its environment. Native plants 
such as milkweed, the California poppy, 
lupines, and ceanothus provide natural 
settings that enrich the composition and 
highlight the ecological importance of these 
pollinators. Attention to accurate lighting, soft 
shadows, and natural backgrounds enhances 
the sense of depth and realism.  

Beyond their visual appeal, oil painting 
California’s butterflies serves as a reminder of 
the importance of conservation. Habitat loss, 
climate change, and pesticide use threaten 
many butterfly populations. By portraying 
these remarkable insects with realism and 
respect, my art seeks to inspire you, the 
viewer, to appreciate their beauty and their 
role in maintaining healthy ecosystems. It 
is more than a decorative work of art—it is 
an enduring tribute to California’s natural 
heritage and a gentle 
invitation to protect 
the delicate balance of 
our environment for 
future generations.

PAINTING THE BUTTERFLIES OF SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA
Words and artwork by Karen Sutherland

1. Monarch. Oil on panel. 9x12 inches.

2. Variable Checkerspot. Oil on panel. 9x12 inches. Painted in Pasadena.

3. Painted Lady. Oil on panel. 9x12 inches. Painted after the Eaton Canyon Fire in Altadena.

4. Monarch. Oil on Paper. 9x12 inches. Painted in Los Angeles.
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 thank you to our wonderful donors!  
Your generous support keeps our community thriving.

GOLDEN EAGLE  ($1,000 - $1,999)
Advancing Lives in Pasadena, Doug Farr, Linda Mazur

ACORN WOODPECKER  ($250 - $499)
Alex Hansen & Renu Bhat-Hansen

CALIFORNIA THRASHER  ($100 - $249)
Gesna Clarke, Lynne Fahland, Karlene Goller, Alice Lewin

WRENTIT  ($5 - $99)
Mary Allan, Martin Bern, Ava Bise, Dawn Burkhardt, Hannah Carbone, Tom Cheyney, Lisa 
Day, Kathryn Degner, George A Eslinger, Shari Faris, Howard & Carolyn Fong, Genette Fos-
ter, Ann Jopling, Catherine Jurca & Scott Fraser, Jared Knickmeyer & Lynda Elkin, Rachel 
Knight, Ann Kocarek, Becky Lynn, Terry & 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, Dawn Burkhardt, 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!
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Brown Tinamou at Macuquinho Lodge in Salesópolis, São Paulo.


