
Summer Heron Watch Wraps Up
Jacob Zollinger, Volunteer

Startled by a slight tap on the shoulder on 
a spring day in the office, I removed my 
earbuds and turned to see a coworker’s 
nervous grin. “Hey Jacob” she said. “We 
need a volunteer this weekend.” 

I understood the nervousness, as I too was on the hunt 
for volunteers for a different ERM Foundation opportu-
nity. I smiled at her and agreed to be at Stow Lake that 
Saturday on one condition—that she would commit to 
at least one day for “my” volunteer opportunity.  
Satisfied with our arrangement, we parted ways and 
went back to work.  

Saturday morning arrived, and with sleep still in my 
eyes I headed to Stow Lake. The lake was just waking 
up when I arrived; birds were singing, boats were being 
brought into the docks, a few people were milling 
about, and other ERM and SFNE volunteers were  
getting coffee and chatting. Seemingly the park and  
the people in it were waiting for something to happen. 

And then it did—
above the top of 
the parked cars  
a heron glided 
down the road,  
its head protrud-
ing through the 
sunroof of a red 
sedan. 

“There’s Nancy, 
the car with the 
heron decoy,”  
said a volunteer. 

“Signs go here. 

Table over there. Jacob, this is your spotting scope;  
it goes over here. Let me show you how to set it up.” 

Nancy had arrived and was ready to go! Within a few 
minutes we were set up and ready to receive the public. 
Good thing I had coffee, otherwise I might not have 
kept up! Once the scopes and tables were set up, the 
crowd started to grow. Eager bird enthusiasts, casual 
passers-by, and people of all ages came to see what 
was going on. Using the cheat-sheet Nancy had 
provided earlier in the week, I tried my best to field 
questions from the crowd. Everyone wanted a chance 
to see the Great Blue Herons nesting in the tallest tree 
on Stow Lake’s Heron Island. 
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Executive Director’s Corner

Dear Friends,

A hummingbird flew into my flat this morning. It 
checked out my dieffenbachia plant, made familiar 
chattering sounds, and exited through the window 
eight feet away. I was relieved that it found its way 
out without getting lost. It was quite thrilling! I was 
reminded that nature is everywhere if we take the 
time to engage with and enjoy it.

Our Great Blue Heron chicks have flown. All three 
fledged and departed at the end of August. We 
thought we had more time with them, but off they 
went into the world. Our heron cam will be ready  
to go early next year with a new cable. The total 
number of fledglings is now 162.

We return to Heron’s Head Park near Pier 94 on 
Saturday, November 8th, for a family walk and a 
separate adult walk. Both walks will begin at 10 am. 
Our new interns will lead the family walk from 10 
till 11:30, followed by a Show and Tell of real bird 
artifacts relating to water birds and shorebirds that 
call the park home in winter. The walks are free—
donations are welcome!

Our Birding for Everyone walks led by Megan 
Prelinger return on October 4th and November 1st.

Finally, our annual request will land in your mailbox 
and e-mail boxes in early October. Please give 
generously to support our programs. 

Best,

Nancy H. DeStefanis

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

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

continued on next page

A chick in the nest on August 30.
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Volunteer Jacob Zollinger shows the nests to a young girl.
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Adults and Kids Loved  
Watching Heron Chicks  

in August

Clockwise from above: 
The last chick of three made practice flights 
from the nest on August 30.
Intern Michael shows photos of the Great Blue  
Herons to a happy visitor.
Jacob Zollinger shows the herons to a little girl.
Nancy DeStefanis demonstrates the sharpness  
of a Great Horned Owl’s talons to four sisters  
from Redding. 
ERM Volunteers Jacob Zollinger and Ariane Burwell 
(in red) were ready when the first visitors arrived at 
10 am.
Power-walking folks stopped by to see the herons.
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I encouraged onlookers to sign up for the hike to 
Strawberry Hill, where later in the day we would get  
the best views of the nest. The other volunteers and 
Nancy excitedly shared their knowledge with anyone 
who would listen. As I left the lake that day, my head 
was spinning with facts about the Great Blue Herons  
at Stow Lake. I was hooked.

Months later, on August 23rd, I found myself back at 
Stow Lake helping SFNE, and using a powerful spotting 
scope so the public could see the late-season Great Blue 
Heron chicks practice branch hopping and flying. Folks 
were showing up in droves. 

This was my third trip as a volunteer, with more visits 
scheduled. It has become my volunteer opportunity, 
and a great way to get out and enjoy nature, meet  
new people, and help to protect the amazing animals. 
The chicks fledged a week later. 

The ERM Foundation was established to enable  
“ERMers” around the world to make a direct contribution 
to a more sustainable world through providing technical 
support, volunteering their time, raising & donating 
funds, and other forms of practical support for  
environmental initiatives. To learn more about 
the ERM Foundation, please visit http://www.erm.
com/about-us/erm-foundation/

continued from previous page
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Clockwise from above: Nancy DeStefanis explains bird artifacts to visitors.
Crowds came out for the first Saturday in August.

Volunteer Trace Kannell (in hat) was on scope duty.
Mike Smylie helps a visitor view a heron nest.

Ph
ot

os
: 

SF
N

E

Above: Charlotte,  
at scope, and her 

sister Sarah.  
They were  

inspired to paint  
watercolors of  

a heron:  
Charlotte’s,   
near right;  

Sarah’s, far right.



Following in Thoreau’s Footsteps  
Ariane Burwell, Heron Watch Volunteer

During April and May  we spent a lot  
of time pointing out Great Blue Heron 
nests that had not produced any young. 
We invariably got the question “why?”  
To a casual observer, 
the nesting patterns 

were different from the previous 
year. However, you couldn’t help 
wondering whether the failed nests 
were due to climate change. 

As a consultant who works with 
climate change data, I cannot 
answer that. What I can say is that 
climate change is real and already 
altering our planet. The good news? 
Herons are probably some of the 
least susceptible species to climate 
change because of their adaptabil-
ity: their variety of nesting habitats, food sources, etc. 
That said, the changes will eventually impact the 
herons and all of us. 

So what can we do going forward? It starts with 
observation and robust data. To effectively manage 
natural resources such as herons, citizen-scientists are 
involved in widespread data collection efforts to 
generate more baseline data on how species are 
responding. Of particular importance is one of  

Thoreau’s pastimes, phenology—noting when trees 
and flowers bud and bloom. 

These efforts seek to record species and the timing of 
natural events. Common indicator species that are 
being monitored here in California as part of the 
California Phenology Project (which is using the app 

Nature’s Notebook) include the 
California live oak, California  
poppy and buckeye, coyote brush, 
and sticky monkey-flower, to name  
a few. 

What research has found is that 
plants are responding to warming 
temperatures by budding and 
blooming earlier. This can put them 
out of synch with the species that 
depend on them for food and 
habitats. We can make these  
observations and share them with 
scientists from our backyards; on 

walks in natural areas; and in other daily interactions 
with the outdoors—through an app. 

With more and better data and the ongoing involve-
ment of lots of citizen-scientists, we will have a better 
understanding of how the climate and the various 
bio-relationships are changing in the years to come. 
Who knows? Young Michael (an intern), with his new 
binoculars, might be an early observer of the shift in 
temperature, the changes in plants, and the impacts  
to birds. 

SF Nature Walks: Please bring binoculars if you 
can, and a pencil.

Birding for Everyone: first Saturday of every 
month. Walks are from 10 am to noon. Oct. 4, 
Nov. 1, and Dec. 6: Meet Megan Prelinger at SF 
Botanical Garden bookstore, 9th Ave. near Lincoln. 
Adults $10, children free.

SF Botanical Garden Admission: FREE for all 
SF residents with proof of residency; non-residents 
pay varying fees. See the garden’s website for 
details. Please see our online events calendar.

Heron’s Head Park: Saturday, Nov. 8. Meet at 
trailhead inside park. Free parking at Jennings St.  
& Cargo Way (see map below). 

Adult walk led by Alan Hopkins, 10 am to noon.  
FREE; donations welcome.

FREE family walk led by college interns—for children 
accompanied by parent or guardian, 10–11:30 am. 
Donations welcome. To be followed by Show and Tell 
from 11:30–noon, with real bird artifacts: beaks, 
bones, nests, eggs . . . .

Family Walk at Crissy Field: Saturday, Nov. 15, 
10 am to noon. College interns lead walk. For children 
with accompanying parent(s) or guardian(s) only. 

Adults $10, children free. Meet at entrance to 
Warming Hut. Interns have spotting scopes.

Upcoming Events
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California live oak
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For more information visit: https://www.usanpn.org/cpp/

Heron’s  
Head Park

http://www.sfbotanicalgarden.org/visit/index.html
http://www.sfnature.org/programs/calendar.html
https://www.usanpn.org/cpp/


Double-crested: A Pair of New Books
Megan Prelinger, Naturalist

Bestselling novelist J. K. Rowling has 
given the star of her two most recent 
novels the unmistakably avian name of 
Cormoran Strike. With a new Cormoran 
Strike novel just published this spring, 
the character’s name—missing a closing 

“t” but still attention-grabbing to birders—pops out 
from promotional literature everywhere. 

Meanwhile, also this spring, Bay Area birders watched 
for signs of the return of Double-crested Cormorants, 
struggling to recover since a disastrous breeding year 
in 2009. Instead, what we saw was another “quiet” 
season for this species, their local population still 
affected by multiple environmental stresses, many  
of which are caused by humans (anthropogenic). 

These phenomena, one cultural, one biological, are 
just two recent manifestations of a long history of the 
deep entanglement between people and cormorants.

Two new books 
address this history. 
Richard J. King’s 
The Devil’s  
Cormorant, A 
Natural History 
(University of New 
Hampshire Press, 
2013), focuses on 
the cultural history 
of cormorants in 
human society. 
Linda R. Wires’ The 
Double-Crested 
Cormorant, Plight 
of a Feathered 
Pariah (Yale 
University Press, 
2014), focuses more on the procedural history of 
cormorant persecution. The two books are examples 
of a recent peak of scholarly inquiry into this complex 
relationship.

King’s book has the broader historical, biological, and 
cultural sweep of the two. It introduces the reader to 
all cormorant species worldwide, and its chapters form 
a world tour—and a one-year calendar—of historical 
episodes in which cormorants and people bedevil one 
another. Its stories range from the trained fishing 
birds of Japan to the wealth-producing guano “farms” 
of Peru. It includes 
the appearance of 
cormorants in art 
and literature, 
revealing the  
ways in which 
cormorants have 
enchanted people 
and played the  
role of muses. 

Yet the overall 
themes of the 
book are quite 
dark: appearances 
of cormorants in 
human culture  
has tended to 
demonize the 
animals, while 
human engagement with cormorants in the animals’ 
local environments has often led to decimation of  
bird populations. 

The gist of this fascinating book is that cormorants—
without reason—have too often been cast as villains  
in art and literature, and—with some reason—have 
challenged peoples’ attempts to own the fishes and 
waters of the world for themselves.

The book by Wires is narrower in scope, yet for that 
reason it offers a usefully detailed case study of 
human biases and campaigns against Double-crested 
Cormorants. Among all cormorant species the  
Double-crested is the most vilified. It is the one whose 
fishing, habitat behaviors, and physical appearance 
most directly challenge the wish of humans to  
dominate the world.

Wires goes into aching detail about how U.S. Fish  
and Wildlife agency regulations and laws have been 
developed over the years with a sort of Janus-like 
degree of schizophrenia: dedicated to managing 
wildlife, but ultimately, in too many cases, more for 
the benefit of humans than for animals. 

King’s book is more colorful, but Wires has the 
research skills to uncover the otherwise forgotten 
work of my own great-uncle’s 19th-century observa-
tions about Double-crested Cormorants in California. 

Anyone who cares about cormorants or is interested  
in a fine-grain topographic chart of the nature/culture 
interface will enjoy both of these books. Check them 
out of the library, or join a friend and trade them.

A note from Nancy DeStefanis:

The movie The Cormorant starring Ralph Fiennes (1993) 
reinforces the popular notion of cormorants as villains.  
Produced by the BBC and later shown on PBS, this psychological 
thriller is about a man who inherits a possibly malevolent 
bird. The family must adopt the cormorant that comes with 
their new house if they are to keep the home. The cormorant 
proceeds to terrorize Fiennes’ wife and son. The movie is 
scary and compelling—highly recommended. 
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Volunteers Needed for  
2014–2015 Saturday Programs:  
Heron’s Head Park, Crissy Field,  
and Heron Watch at Stow Lake

Please send an e-mail to info@sfnature.org
for an application.

Support San Francisco Nature Education:

Adult membership $35
Dual membership  $50
Senior membership $30

Send your fee via Donate Now or by check: 

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

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

mailto:info%40sfnature.org?subject=Saturday%20Volunteer%20Program
https://www.networkforgood.org/donation/MakeDonation.aspx?ORGID2=542111941&vlrStratCode=t1h3m%2ffgRm0OpsIe8AnEWthCE5hPvZOMZjykS5pt5W998CAz0wxXLq%2btyZfHq9LX
http://www.sfnature.org
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Training to Lead Heron’s Head Tours
Jaileez Campos, Intern

My name is Jaileez Campos. I am a  
senior biology major at the University  
of San Francisco. I admire how SF Nature 
Education organization is teaching 
families to be aware of the danger to 
biodiversity. These programs show  
how nature can be 

appreciated in the city of San Francisco.  

I am being trained by staff and 
volunteers in the office and in the 
field. Prior to training, my fellow 
intern, Eric Tamm, and I met with 
Nancy. Her enthusiasm for her 
organization and her favorite bird, the 
Great Blue Heron, was contagious.  

She assigned me to research particular 
birds. I sat on a bench at Stow Lake 
with my binoculars. It was therapeutic 
watching the birds fly, wade in the 
water, and preen. Many were birds 
that I encounter daily, but I never 
knew their species. I felt so knowl-
edgeable being able to identify them! 

The following week, Eric and I went to the SF Botanical 
Garden on a Birding for Everyone walk. This was Eric’s 

and my first formal birding experience and our first 
time in the garden. Initially it was intimidating be 
with experienced birders. I would miss the bird they 
were pointing out because I was trying to focus my 
binoculars. It was frustrating to miss a bird or just 
see its tail. But the group was very encouraging.

The following week Eric and I went to Heron’s Head  
Park. It looked as if it did not belong there. It was in 

the middle of an 
industrial park. On the 
drive, I was wondering 
why Nancy was sending 
us to this place. 

Arriving, I learned how 
Heron’s Head Park was the 
result of wetland restora-
tion and conservation.  
I was feeling grateful for 
efforts to restore wetlands. 
We saw 18 of 100 species 
that can be found at the 
park in winter.  

I saw a Belted Kingfisher—
my favorite bird. I loved 
how the feathers on its 

head looked like a tiny mohawk. One of the most 
exciting moments was seeing a Great Blue Heron! The 
scope was focused on it with two Black Oystercatchers 

in the back-
ground. Other 
highlights 
included the 
Long-billed 
Curlew, Snowy 
and Great Egrets.   

I enjoyed explain-
ing the birds that 
could be seen 
through the 
scope to visitors 
and members of 

SF Rec & Park’s Greenager program. I explained why 
Double-crested Cormorants sunbathe with their wings 
extended. I understood why Nancy had sent us to this 
beautiful park—it is home to numerous species and 
part of an effort to conserve and protect biodiversity  
in the city. 

During my training I have learned that the best way  
to get people to conserve nature is to show them the 
beauty and intrinsic value that it holds. By encouraging 
the general public to bond with birds, we encourage 
them to preserve habitat. I cannot wait to see how my 
experience at SFNE will help shape my personality and 
values. I would like to thank Nancy for granting me  
this opportunity.

Snowy Egret eyes the water for fish.

Intern Jaileez Campos shows a Belted Kingfisher to 
a member of the Rec & Park’s Greenager program.
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Interns and volunteers train at Heron’s Head Park.

From left: ERM volunteer Andrew Sundling; Christine Malfatti, SFNE  
board member; interns Eric Tamm and Jaileez Campos; ERM volunteer  
Mark Lavin; and Nancy DeStefanis, SFNE executive director.
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Birding for Everyone, August 2nd
Missi Hirt-Gavic, Naturalist

What a great day for Birding for Everyone. 
We had the privilege of having expert 
birder Bob Hirt, president of the  
Santa Clara Audubon 
Society (also my father), 
co-leading the excursion.  

In total, we racked up 35 species seen, 
and had a full group of enthusiastic 
birders to make it even more enjoyable! 
Two new birders, interns at San Francisco 
Nature Education, had a wonderful and 
educational couple of hours with us.

We started our walk in the SF Botanical 
Garden headed west toward the  
redwoods. The day revealed four 
common raptors which can be spotted on a good  
day in the park: Red-tailed Hawk, Red-shouldered 
Hawk, Sharp-
shinned Hawk, and 
Cooper’s Hawk. 

Also seen and 
common to the park: 
Rock Doves, 
American Robins, 
Brewer’s Black-
birds, Western 
Scrub Jays, Steller’s 
Jays, American 
Crows, and 
Common Ravens.

Allen’s Humming-
birds and Anna’s 
Hummingbirds 
were zipping, hovering, and chirping throughout  
the foliage.  

Of note, we spotted two Downy Woodpeckers in the 
Succulent Garden, where they can sometimes be seen 
with their distinctive flight pattern, or heard by their 
rapping on tree trunks. We saw a Western Tanager, 
an immature Dark-eyed Junco, and a couple 

of Pygmy Nuthatches. Trees were abuzz with 
Lesser Goldfinches and House Finches.

A Double-crested Cormorant and a Great Blue 
Heron were spotted flying over. We saw brilliantly 
colored Yellow Warblers and Townsend’s Warblers. 

Continuing our bird count, we 
added a Common Bushtit, a 
Black Phoebe, a female Cowbird, 
a Chestnut-backed Chickadee, 
and California Towhees. Song 
Sparrows were abundant, and 
we checked off a couple of 
White-crowned Sparrows. 

At the Wildfowl Pond we spotted 
Mallards, Canada Geese, and a 
Western Gull. Some of our astute 

regular birders 
identified a 
Warbling Vireo. 

The surprise of the  
day was seeing a 
lone Spotted 
Sandpiper in the 
pond, on a rock 
near the red-eared 
slider turtles 

sunning themselves. 
Sandpipers are not 
typically seen here, or 
alone, and it was likely 
just passing through. 

At the end of our walk 
we were all buzzing—
much like Goldfinches—
about the rich variety 
of bird species we had 
seen. 

A special thanks 
to Bob Hirt for 
his hawk-like 
eyes and wealth 
of bird knowl-
edge that 
contributed to a 
great day out.
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Yellow Warbler
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Bob Hirt and Missi Hirt-Gavic
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A first-year Great Blue Heron 
stabs and grabs a gopher  

at Mallard Lake in Golden Gate 
Park. Read clockwise from 

above left.
Photos by contributing  

photographer Sandi Wong

Great Blue Heron 
vs. Gopher


