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Some Birds of Scquoi: Nutioncl Park

TEE CALIFORNIA GREAT BLUE HERON

The Crliforni~ Greoc~t Blue Heron (Ardes herodins hyperonca) is one of the
most striking rnd picturcsque svnccics of Sequoin Park birds. When this grect
t21ll, blue bird stends on some deed trce or snog nlong the river b-rnk, and the
color of its body blends with the czuvre sky obovc cnd the bluc running woters
benecth, it is ¢ picutre to b long rcnembercd. The birds great bulk, grace=-
ful poise and becutiful coloring immedictely :dttroet cttention.

In the early doys of park history, thesc birds were cbundant zlong the
streams in the lower elcvotions of the park cnd were seen ¢t cll scusons of the
yecr; but of reccnt years they huve been on the wone, so thot now individucl
species cre rire wnd scldom scon. This diminution I cttribute to the faect that
in theecrly: drys. the. birds were not protéctud by..liwrcutsidectlo parky cud.ist
they erc quite bold they fcll easy victims to firenrms. Although the birds were
never shot for food, tney were ruthlessly slaughtered nerely for pestine or

trophy.

- Although the Great Blue Hcron rcnges over the lorger porticn of North Amer-
ica, except the extreme north, it is residcnt principally south of the middle
portion of the United States cnd migratory from there nortkhwerd. So rapidly
were the birds being depleted that a few ycers ago both the Federal cnd State
governments crme to the rescuc by cnacting protcctive laws. The Great Blue
Heron, their ncsts and cggs, wre now protected by Federal law.

Description of thc California Greect Blue Heron

The California Great Bluc Heron is the lcorgest of our North American Her-
ons. The birds often attain 2 hcight of over threc fcet, cnd a wing spread of
four feet. Their general form is slender; neck, legs end berk very long; tail
short and drooping. The color of the plumcge is both unique end beautifil,
being intersversed with blue, white, black ond brown. Thecir genercl color is
dark blue; neck brownish; head merked with whitc and black; under pert of body
stripcd with black znd white. The birds are slow in flight, (seldom exceeding
twenty-five miles pcr hour), but when deprived of the use of their wings they
cen run very repidly. In running, thcy might bec mctched with the domesticated
turkecy. In some locelities thesc birds ere celled Bluc Crancs, while in others
they arc called Storks: both thesc nenes ere erroncous, for the Great Blue
Heron belongs to a differcnt family from either the cranes or storks.

Fecding Hebits of the Celifornia Great Bluc Heron

The California Grect Bluc Heron is not a bird of the forest or of the open
plcins. It is essenticlly = bird of thc rivers, lakes, cnd ncrshes wherc it
fceds clong the water's edge cnd ccatches tcdpeles, frogs, smcll fishes, cru-
stececns, tnd o grect vericty of wqutic insects. The birds arc well adcpted
for wrding in deep water; cnd so accurcte is their cim and gage of distance with
their long specr-like beak, that thecy seldom miss their pre- , clthough sometimes



a foot or more under water. It is not to be understood that the Great Blue
Herons capture all of their food in and along the waters, for many times they
go far afield in secarch of rodents, such as rats and mice. In capturing their
proy tﬁey never dart down frou tnc air or in running pursuit, but simply stalk
along gently or stand and watck for an opvortunity. I have seen the birds
stand for hours at a time in one spot along thc water's edge, or at some gop-
hert's hole, patiently awaiting a final capture. Somc people ciaim that the
bird's diet consists mainly of fish., In this locality I find that such is not
the case, for in the stomachs of the three birds that I have examined here I
found no fish whatsoever, but only frogs, rodents, insects and crustaceans.,
This leads me to the beclief that fish furnish but a small portion of their diet.

The birds are poor swimmers when they get into water beycnd their wading
depth. During the month of June, 1910, I saw one in such a predicament in the
Kaweah River within Sequoia National Park. TWhen first I saw the bird, it was
standing out in the middle of the river on a large protruding boulder which was
just “on -the'upper cdge " of a Reavy rapid and- tet&lly, surrounded by running water
some five feet in depth. The bird was busily engaged feeding on some kind of
insects. Suddenly it made a irantic effort to catch something passing and lost
its footing, disappearing head over hecls into the water, and was carried down
sone two hundred feet over the rapid and into a swirling pool below. When I
rushed down to the pool in an effort to learn the bird's fate, I found it float-
ing around and around with head high up in the air and its tail and wings spread
out flat upon the water. The bird made no attempt whatsocver in an effort to
swin1 ashore, but flapped one wing s a kind of rudder and floated to land, where
he walked drippingly eway, apperently nonc the worsc from the accident.

Breeding Habits of the California Great Blue Heron

The California Grecat Blue Heron is found brceding over practically its
whole range. The birds sometimes brecd in colonies. In Junc, 1896, I found
sixteen occupicd nests in onc large dead valley oak tree on Cross Creek in
Kings County, Calif. Within the park they have never becn found nesting in
more than two's. Thc nests are usually placed well up in a tree, and arc con-
structed of a crude platform of dead sticks, in the corner of which are placecd
scant linings of dead grasses &nd leaves. I never have yet seen any of the
mele birds taking part in building the nests. From 3 to 5 eggs of a grcenish
blue color, size about l% X 2% inches, are laid; and about 28 days are required
for incubation. I heve never seen the male birds help in the incubation of
the oggs, but have often scen them help feed the young. The mating and nesting
pericd in Sequoia arec the months of April and May; the young birds remein in
the ncsts until they are about half grown, when they clamber out on the tree
branches, returning to the nests at night. When two-thirds grown, the young
fly to the ground and remain there; but the nother continues to help feed them
and hover them at night until about October, when she leaves them to shift for
themselves. The same nests are often occupied by tke birds fror: year to year,
but & certain amount of annusl repair work is always done.

For a long time I thought that the California Great Blue Her-ns wecre mono-
gaerirus in their habits, and that individual birds of the opposite sex paired
off during the breeding season; but of recent ycars I have chenged ny opinion,
for I know of one instancc that such was not the case. On April 16, 1909,
while I was cerpcd ot the Mt. Vhitney roed camp on the Middle Fork of the Kaw-
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eah River in Sequcia Nationel Park, three of the birds came un the river and
established themsclves in ¢ clump of dead aldcr end cottonwood trces ncer camp.
The trio consisted of two femeles and one rele bird, the lotter being somewhat
lame in his right foot.

On the sccond day the femeles started building sepsrste nests sbout ten
fect apert in & lrrge deead cottonwood tree on the river benk. Aafter ten days
the nests were finished, snd three cnd four cggs laid in ccch, respectively.
Each nest hstched three young birds, which were reered to maturity in the park.
A few days after the young had hatched, the male bird "Brighem", (for that is
whet the boys celled himO begen to help feed the young, devoting his time and
cttention sbout cquully between the two hungry broods. Although the nests were
veected by the young &t intervels of three days apart, und the broods remcined
sepcrcte. for & period of ¢lmost two months, Brighem, like o dutiful father, was
always on the job with first one family or the other in helping to care for the
young. 4bout the last of July, the two broods united into one hcppy fumily, &
condition that continued until licte in the fell., But on the 10th day of the
following November, the birds <11 seemed to be suddenly overcome with & sense
of migratory impulse, for they w«ll left the nark in one flock. Never before or
since huve I seen a more beautiful flock of the California Great Blue Heron
than were these nine birds &s they passed from my sight in flight down the river
out of the park with proud "Brigham", the husband and fether leading the way. I
felt gratified and pleased that the Sequoia Notional Park was responsible for
the direct product of six beautiful birds that would continuc to help perpetuate
their species.

Will the California Great Blue Heron continue to
thrive under existing conditions?

Now that the Celifornisz Great Blue Heron is protected under existing laws,
will the species continuec to thrive end hold its own? Let us hope that lew will
prove sufficicent to save the species, and that the Cslifornia Great Blue Heron,
the largest and nost becutiful of our North Americ-n herons, will ccntinue to
grece our Cclifornio rivers end swemps. But laws elone will not save any spec-
ies of bird. The giant heron offecrs an cesy rerk for the thoughtless Sunday
trinper with his shotgun or 22 rifle. Doubtless meny heve becen shot end thrown
aside when the hunter either tired of looking st the curiosity or leerned that
he hed broken thc law. In addition to protective laws there are needcd breeding
grounds where food and shelter may bc found. In this pert of California only
the national pcrk offords such shelter, ~nd as the birds range outside the park
or migrcte lower in winter it is fesred thet this picturesque and noticeable
species may become extinet within o few yecrs. ‘

Whet may bc done to sove the Celifornis Gre: t Bluc Heron? The costcblish-
ment of zdditioncl state and federzl bird refuges would be of assistance, Then
too, notices pronmincntly posted by Audobon Socicties, neuzr the haunts of the
heron, would save meny & specimen that otherwise would fall to a lozd of shot
or a 22 bullet. The notice would be bettor if it carried a colored picture of
the bird, so that the cureless hunter might reclize its beauty as well as the
low whick protects the heron.

As Ruskin said: "God heas lent us the earth for our life. It belongs &s
rmuch to those who come «fter us cs to us." Who arc we to utterly destroy the
becutiful crecturcs with which God peopled the ecrth?

We should save the Californic Great Blue Herom from going along the fatal
way winged by the passenger pigeon, the Kentucky parekeet, €nd many another
species of Amorican bird.
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