
A Busy Saturday at Stow Lake
Mina C., Intern

The morning of April 28th was bright  
and sunny. At 9 am, the interns and 
volunteers (including myself) began the 
familiar routine of setting up the Heron 
Watch observation site. The positioning of 
the information table, scopes, and 
equipment done, we turned our attention 

to the gathering crowd waiting patiently for a look 
through the scopes. Some were regulars at Heron 
Watch, others were newcomers, but all were avidly 
curious about our program’s focus, the Great Blue 
Heron colony.

Everyone was anxious to catch a glimpse of the four 
chicks who have already hatched this spring. There 
were two chicks in two of the nests, so we kept our 
scopes focused on Heron Island. Around the site were 
other birds, including a two Canada Geese with eight 
fuzzy goslings, Red-winged Blackbirds, American 
Coots, Western Gulls, Pied-billed Grebes, Common 
Ravens, and male and female Mallards. 

At 10:30 we began our walk around Stow Lake. As we 
approached the boathouse we were lucky enough to 
spot a spiny softshell turtle lounging on the bank. A 
nearby red-eared slider turtle provided a convenient 
contrast between the two. As we watched, a Double-
crested Cormorant surfaced with a terrific splash! 

Behind the boathouse we were lucky to find a Black 
Phoebe nest. One swooped in and alighted on a nearby 
tree. The little black bird stayed for a while and 
charmed the group. This led to a fascinating discussion 
about phoebes. We soon felt the need to press 
onwards. As we crossed the Roman Bridge a pair of 
majestic Red-tailed Hawks soared by. The two swiftly 
disappeared from view.

Soon we came to another heron observation site on 
Strawberry Hill. We had a wonderful view straight into 
the nests. At last we could all see the chicks! After the 
group had a good look at the Great Blue Herons we 

proceeded up the hill. We saw a Brown Creeper, much 
to everyone’s delight. We paused briefly to observe a 
Tree Swallow nest and a Song Sparrow. 

We arrived finally at the top of the hill and were treated 
to a spectacular sight: four Great Horned Owls 
perched on trees above us. We had no trouble 
distinguishing the two fuzzy chicks from the adult. 
As I scanned the branches, I was thrilled to spot yet 
another chick in a tree behind. Our group was awed  
by the sight. We observed the owls and then headed 
back to conclude the tour, brimming with delight.
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its 12th year of delivering comprehensive 
environmental education programs to  
students from underserved schools in  
the San Francisco Unified School District.
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Dear Friends,

I would like to thank our amazing donors for helping us 
reach our $10,000 goal for the matching grant from two 
anonymous donors. We are truly grateful for your 
support! Thanks to you, we are able to fully fund some 
of our school programs.

What a great season at Stow Lake. The students were 
thrilled to see Great Blue Herons and their chicks close 
up! They also observed Great Horned Owlets, Black 
Phoebes, Brown Creepers, and a variety of other birds.

Hundreds of folks came to Heron Watch this season to 
view the antics of the Great Blue Herons and their chicks. 
They were not disappointed! Adult herons waging war 
on interlopers at their nests, raucous feedings, and high- 
decibel begging were the highlights on most Saturdays.

Our four high school interns, Cedric, Ingrid, Logan, and 
Mina did a spectacular job of leading tours around the 
lake. A team of volunteers from ERM Corporation, led by 
Mike Smylie and including Courtney, Pete, Victoria, and 
Alexa, staffed scopes at the observation site and 
assisted on public tours. They did an excellent job.

As we go to press, two of the oldest chicks from the first 
nest are branch hopping. The other two chicks will start 
hopping out of their nest very soon. The chicks should 
be on Heron Island through June, so keep watching. First 
flights can be straight out of a comic movie! 

We are recruiting high-school students to intern and lead 
tours at Heron’s Head Park next winter. Students may 
apply through September 30. See the link on page 7.

Our Saturday programs continue year-round. Birding for 
Everyone in June will be led by renowned birder Alan 
Hopkins. July will feature our dynamic interns Logan, 
Cedric, and Mina. Birding for Kids and their Families 
starts June 2, running four months only. Parents, please 
take this opportunity to introduce your children to the 
beautiful birds in the SF Botanical Garden.

I hope to see you this summer at a birding walk.

Best regards,

Nancy DeStefanis

Great Blue Heron, left, with chicks in a treetop nest.
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http://partners.guidestar.org/controller/searchResults.gs?action_donateReport=1&partner=networkforgood&ein=54-2111941


Watching  
Stow Lake’s 

Heron Chicks 
Preparing  
to Fledge
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SF Nature Education’s Heron Watch 
program was featured in KQED’s  

multimedia Web series Quest 
on May 14, 2012. Link to the  

KQED article: Heron Spotting in 
Golden Gate Park.

Intern Logan makes sure a visitor 
gets a great view of the herons.
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Intern Ingrid with a visitor.

Volunteer Alexa assists a visitor with the scope.
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ERM volunteer Mike Smylie loves showing the herons 
to kids.

ERM volunteer Pete shows  
Simone the Great Blue Herons.

Anastasia Marin, naturalist, explains heron behavior in Russian.

Intern Cedric prepares to lead a large group to observe the herons.

Above: Younger chicks watch parent fly off after being fed. 
Below: Chicks occupy themselves with bill dueling.

Intern Cedric shows the herons to Mom.

http://science.kqed.org/quest/2012/05/14/heron-spotting-in-golden-gate-park/
http://science.kqed.org/quest/2012/05/14/heron-spotting-in-golden-gate-park/
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Exciting Birding at Strawberry Hill
Ingrid G., Intern 

Accompanied by a large group of fellow 
bird enthusiasts, we began our Stow Lake 
nature walk at 10:30 am on May 12. It was 
an especially foggy Saturday. The Great 
Blue Herons were quite active during the 
beginning of our walk, and roused often  
to attack intruding herons and feed the 

impatient chicks in their nests. Now that four chicks have 
hatched in two nests, these parents are busier than ever.

First we observed a Black Phoebe fly in and out of nearby 
mud and grass nest. The Black Phoebe is a sparrow-sized 
flycatcher, and a talented one at that. We watched it zip 
through the air a couple of times to catch insects and 
quickly return to feed its chicks. Soon after, we caught 
a glimpse of a Red-shouldered Hawk as it shrieked 
above. The search for a mate during these spring days 
has caused them to become more raucous than usual. 
We carried on, passing a Steller’s Jay and several 
Brewer’s Blackbirds on our way to Strawberry Island.

We hiked up to an area where we could get a better 
view of the Great Blue Herons, and were lucky to spot 
the smaller Black-crowned Night Heron too. Night 
Herons are much more visible during the evening 
hours when they feed. These birds have a sleek black 
stripe down their crown and two white plumes, making 
them a worthy addition to our walk. 

Later we were pleased to observe through our scopes  

a Great Blue Heron feeding two nestlings. The chicks 
made loud guttural noises as the parent flew in. 

Next, we ascended Strawberry Hill in hopes of finding 
another “great” bird of Stow Lake, the Great Horned 
Owl. We soon saw four young Great Horned Owls 
perching on tall trees. Though they still have traces of 
soft down peaking out from their new plumage, the 
owlets have been maturing steadily over the past weeks. 
We were able to witness the absolutely silent flight of 
one of the juveniles, a truly memorable sight! 

After the successful venture we headed back, tired yet 
accomplished. Despite the initial fog we observed many 
marvelous birds, and to have a great time while  
educating the public so these birds can stay protected  
and appreciated.

Above: ERM volunteer Victoria Evans points 
out heron nest. Right: Group observes the 
Great Blues from Strawberry Island.

Top: Black Phoebe chicks agape and ready to feed.
Middle: Parent Phoebe returns with insect.
Above: One owlet stretches a wing—good practice  
for flying. 
Left: Observing the Great Horned Owlets at the 
reservoir. 
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Third Graders Explore Stow Lake
Connie Armitage, Naturalist

The third graders from Ms. Hackett’s class  
at Bret Harte Elementary School had been 
learning about birds and their nests from SF 
Nature Education naturalists. On May 10th, 
they arrived for their field trip eager to see 
the birds at Stow Lake. As we gathered at 
the boathouse they looked to the sky, and 
the first bird they saw was a Double-crested 
Cormorant flying above them.

Beginning our walk around the lake, they 
spotted huge Canada Geese with their eight 
goslings. A special treat was to look at the 
Great Blue Heron nests through spotting 
scopes to see the chicks. The students were 
aided at the scopes by Paul Weaver, president 
of SFNE’s board of directors, who helped 
lead students up Strawberry Hill, and by 
executive director Nancy DeStefanis.

We heard a call, and after searching  
Strawberry Hill we found the source in a bush— 
a black bird with red shoulders: a Red-winged 
Blackbird. Going over the Roman Bridge and up the 
road to Strawberry Hill we paused to get another look 
at the Great Blue Heron nests. A Steller’s Jay stopped 
by to see what we were doing.

On top of Strawberry Hill we paused for a snack and 
to review in our journals the birds we had seen. But 
there was more. Our third graders’ sharp eyes found 
a Great Horned Owlet hidden in the branches of 
a tree, and a little Brown Creeper making its way 
up a trunk. 

On our way back down the hill we paused to listen  
to, and then spot, a Song Sparrow. A raptor gliding 
overhead we identified as a Turkey Vulture. At the 
foot of Huntington Falls we hugged a Redwood tree 
and enjoyed a rest in the Taiwan Pavilion. Crossing 
the Rustic Bridge a couple of strong boys tried to lift 
the ancient rocks of the bridge. 

Rounding the lake we saw a large carp—useful, as 
they eat mosquito larvae. An American Robin flew 
across the road. Crossing the parking lot before lunch 
we spied two Black Phoebes with insect treats for 
their babies flying in and out of their nest. That was  
a great ending for an amazing day.
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Two seven-week-old heron chicks pose for their portrait.

Paul Weaver shows a nest to 
Adam, an enthusiastic birder.

Brown creeper prepares to feed 
its chick.
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Pausing on the bridge over Huntington Waterfall.
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SFNE board president Paul Weaver and Connie Armitage with their group.
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Proud Canada Geese with their eight 
goslings.

Paul Weaver, left, naturalist Jeanne Crawford, 
right, and a group watch the Great Blue 
Herons.

Above: Naturalist Linda Grant, left, and a group near the reservoir on Strawberry Island.

Paul Weaver shows a young birder a heron nest.Ms. Hackett, Linda Grant, and students with birding journals donated by Cavallini & Co.

Third Graders  
at  

Stow Lake

Left: Great Blue Heron with two chicks.
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Great Horned Owl with two owlets.
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Bret Harte Kindergartners  
Enjoy Stow Lake Birds
Anastasia Marin, SFNE School Program Coordinator

On May 10th, SF Nature Education naturalists welcomed 
Ms. Cooper’s kindergarten class to Stow Lake for their 
annual spring trip. Each student was given a pair of 
homemade binoculars to help spot a variety of birds 
around the lake. The first bird the students noticed 
was a male Mallard with its shiny green head. Shortly 
afterwards they spotted a female Mallard sitting on her 
nest close to the path. Quietly and carefully the 
students walked past the nest.

Just around the corner, a pair of Canada Geese 
greeted the students. To the students’ excitement, the 
geese were making loud noises and flapping their wings 

as if saying hello. On the 
way to the reservoir  
students observed a 
number of Western Gulls 
sitting on the platform in 
the middle of the lake. But 
the big surprise was just a 
few steps away.

The students turned  
a corner and stopped. In 
front of them were two 
Canada Geese families: 
one with eight five-week-
old goslings and one with 
four tiny three-week-olds. 
Seeing these birds so close 
made a big impression.

On top of Strawberry Hill 
the students were able to rest, have a snack, and circle 
in their nature journals birds seen. A local photographer 
pointed out a Brown Creeper nest in a nearby tree. 
Students observed the parent fly in and out of the nest 
to feed the chicks.

On the way down, the children enjoyed being cooled off 
by sprinklers and took refuge in the Chinese Pagoda. 
Through an SFNE spotting scope each student took a 
good look at the Great Blue Heron nests and the new 
chicks on Heron Island. The trip ended with lunch, 
including fruit salad for everyone!Naturalist Anastasia Marin with her kindergarten group.

Nancy DeStefanis, executive director, sets up the scope for a happy  
kindergartner.

At the Rustic Bridge with Ms. Cooper, second from left, chaperone, and students.
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Brown Creeper feeding chick.
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Observing a bird in the brush.

Drawing in their field journals.

Goslings on parade.

Photo at left: Sandi Wong © 2012
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Naturalist Missi Hirt and her group.



Birding for Everyone
Megan Prelinger, Naturalist

We had a warm and sunny day for our 
May 5th walk. It was a large group, 
including locals, visitors from the 
Peninsula, and others from Los Angeles.

At the outset we paused to identify 
common bird songs in the SF Botanical 

Garden: those of Song Sparrows and American 
Robins. Each was singing its full range of calls and 
melodies. We had a rushing glimpse of an Allen’s 
Hummingbird as it swooped past us.

On the lawn we saw Dark-
eyed Juncos, Brewer’s 
Blackbirds, and American 
Robins foraging side-by-
side. A group member 
spotted a Great Blue Heron 
flying overhead. We later 
saw a lot of aquatic birds 
flying over from Stow Lake. 

At the Wildfowl Pond the 
two Black Phoebes who maintain a nest under the 
bridge were both visible coming and going. We 
watched a pair of Steller’s Jays foraging at the west 
side of the pond. There were Canada Geese on the 
shore and Mallards in the water. We discussed how 
many of the wintering species have now decamped 
for their northern breeding sites.

We saw a pair of Western Gulls sharing the perch in 
a tall dead tree on the south side of Stow Lake that is 
visible from the arboretum. We saw Scrub Jays in the 
trees, and then a Red-Tailed Hawk flew overhead. 
We got clear eye-level views of Song Sparrows giving 
our day its audio accompaniment.

The biggest excitement was waiting for us at the 
Succulent Garden. Though the live century plants 
were in full bloom it 
was the husks of the 
dead century plants that 
were the center of 
attention. Birds use the 
hollow stems of century 
plants as nesting sites, 
and it appeared that 

this pair of plants was host to as many as three 
breeding species. 

The first species we saw were Pygmy Nuthatches 
circling a plant and possibly using its trunk as a 
nesting site. The upper nesting site was clearly in  
use by Tree Swallows we saw flying in and out. 
On the other plant a pair of male and female Downy 

Woodpeckers appeared 
circling the tree.  

While at the Succulent 
Garden we got close looks 
at Anna’s Hummingbirds 
feeding off the agave 
flowers. A House Finch 
with a red face sang from 
the top of the agaves. In 
the tops of eucalyptus 
trees behind the garden 
we saw a flock of Cedar 

Waxwings. This arboreal species, rarely coming low 
to the ground, was a real treat to see even at a 
distance.

On the path to the 
Redwood Grove we heard 
but did not see California 
Towhees, and we got 
brief glimpses of a small 
number of Bushtits. 
Overhead, a Brant’s 
Cormorant circled high 
in the sky. Later, in the 
California Native Plant 
Garden, we saw another pair of aquatic birds  
high in the sky: California Gulls.

It was a wonderful day with many flowers in full 
bloom; we were surrounded by a host of color that 
was very special for the season.
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Birding for Everyone: First Saturdays of the month.  
Jun. 2: Alan Hopkins, Jul. 7: SF Nature Ed. interns Logan, 
Cedric & Mina. Meet in front of San Francisco Botanical 
Garden bookstore. SF Nature fees: Adults $10.

SF Botanical Garden Admission Fees:
FREE for children ages 4 and under 
FREE for all San Francisco residents with proof of residency 
$7 for adults; $5 for youth 12-17, seniors 65 & over,  
and college students with ID; $2 for children 5-11; 
$15 for families (2 adults and one or more children)

Birding for Kids ages 6-12: Four months only: Jun. 2, 
Jul. 7, Aug. 4, and Sep. 1, 10-11:30 am. All students must be 
accompanied by an adult. $10 per family. All walks led by 
San Francisco Nature Education naturalists.

Leave from SF Botanical Garden bookstore. Take a leisurely 
walk through the exciting microhabits of the Botanical 
Garden with its great variety of birds. Free field journal 
provided to children. Please bring binoculars, if you have 
them, and a pencil for recording bird sightings.

Nesting Birds of Lake Merritt: Sat., Jun. 9th, 10-noon. 
Meet near the Rotary Nature Center at Lake Merritt, Oakland. 
Volunteers with spotting scopes will point out birds in the 
lake and on the floating islands. Free, in partnership with 
Golden Gate Audubon Society.

*Please see our new online events calendar.

Upcoming Events*

California Towhee
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e-mail: info@sfnature.org       
telephone: 415-387-9160  
www.sfnature.org

SF Nature Education
3450 Geary, Ste. 208
San Francisco, CA  94118 

Birdhouse Workshop at the 
Contemporary Jewish Museum
This workshop is free with museum 
adult entry fee. In conjunction with an 
exhibit, Do Not Destroy: Trees, Art, and 
Jewish Thought, on Sunday, June 17th, 
from 2 to 4 pm, the museum will host a 
free family art studio in which children 
and parents will construct birdhouses.  
Nancy DeStefanis, Executive Director of SFNE, will talk about 
nesting birds of Stow Lake. For more information: e-mail  
info@thecjm.org.

Interns Welcome!

High school students may apply for SF Nature 
Education internships at Heron’s Head Park through 
September 30th. All training will occur on Saturday 

mornings beginning Oct. 13th, and will end in 
December. Interns will lead monthly public tours in 

January, February, and March. Information and 
application are available on our Web site: http://

www.sfnature.org/get_involved/intern.html

Allen’s Hummingbird

Ph
ot

o:
 L

en
 B

lu
m

in

http://www.sfnature.org/programs/calendar.html
http://partners.guidestar.org/controller/searchResults.gs?action_donateReport=1&partner=networkforgood&ein=54-2111941
http://www.sfnature.org
mailto:info%40thecjm.org?subject=Birdhouse%20Studio%20Workshop
http://www.sfnature.org/get_involved/intern.html
http://www.sfnature.org/get_involved/intern.html

