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Say ‘Aloe”

to Visiting Hammers

these papes shows curiosity for wnusual places and cXprricnces

in the nacural world. Seme peaple, however, take chings much
further. One such person is Bill Hileon, Jr., whom T met in cactheast
Guanacaste halfway up the Rincin de la Vil Veleana ar the Buena
Visma Lodge Adventure Cenrer, 2 working 2,000-scre cattle ranch and
foress reserve specializing in eco-murism. Hilton is passionate abour
quite a few chings: education, research, communicating, his Hileon
Pond Cenrer for Piedmone Marural History in Sawth Caroling fwhich
he direcis) and a parvicular species of hamminghind, Pue these tosgether
anel it becomes chearer why a group including o waste-water manager,

An inquiring mind is part of our genetic makeup; just reading

=xt and photos by Vicky Longland

his reenage som; a recired polymer physicise and five ather diverse-
habitat North Americans and twa Cosra Rican educatars followed
Hileon to this coreer of Cosea Bica 1o stidy a bird they can find in cheir
own backyands,

The bird in questinn is the ruby-throated hummingbird {Arehifahug
calwbris). a common enough summer visitor to eastern U5, and southern
Canada. Whar makes it special 5 thas ir's the only humminghird in
Casma Rick 10 migrmte — some of the bisds fly aver 2,000 miles to resch
their destinarions. The tiny three-and-a-half inch creamure embarks
an & perilous journcy fram irs breeding grounds op north o winter a5
far seuth as Panama from Sepeember 1o late February. A remarkable
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The Buana Wista Lodge Advenlurs Center hasted Operation Auly Throat,

underraking, especially when you copsider its aversge body weighr is
five o seven grams — and thar's afier bolking up for the marathan
flislir,

: Az one of only 150 *masrer banders™ in che Uniced Scaces (cercified
by the LLS, Bind Banding Labortory, part of the L5 Geological
Survey), Hilon has banded overa 7,000 hirds of 125 species — including
3250 ruby-throats ac his nature conter — snee 1982, He lectures
inrensively, has a Jong scring of publicarions to his name and nigingains
two comprehensive websites abour his work. Oine wonders when he
finds fime oo sleep,..

Hikron founded Operatien Kuby Throat: The Humminghisd Prajece
in 190 o encourgr educatars; studemia and the general public 1o
hecome "cicizen scientists” and help spudy the behavior and dismribucian
af the speepes, You don't have o be a PhD, e per invebed — anyene
with an ineerest is welcome, and che army of observers is becoming
impressive. The project is also linked closely o the GLOBE propgram
{Lilnbal Learning and Observarions o Benefir the Environment), an
inbernatsinal school-based scicnce initlagive that pvolves tachers and
students in real hands-on science projects.

Thas is where the two Costa Rican members of our growp came m.
Teacher Maria Porupues and Sandra Pérez, 5 noneralise from nearby
Liberia, each received: full scholarships from Hileon Pond Center 1
parricipare in the projecr, In murn, they will collabarare with GLOBE ro
invedve Costa Rican scudencs in praceical science. submiatting valuable
field dara oo scienises for reseanch use,

Although widespread and common, lietle s keown about the raby-
thraats” wineering months or their migration parrerns — do chey all fly
the treacherous 525-mile strench directly over the Gulf of Mexico from
Flerida? Tlan's 20 lours nonscop, with no mangin forerren, O do dhey
rake the land rawre furcher west? How abouc the migracion back norehi
Do they retwrn to the same sive each yeard Hilton decided oo investigate
furthier. After an inirial wisit 1o Costa Rica. he remrned in lace 20404
with a paonear group of enthusases e rrap amd band ruby-throats in
the hepe of clesing the information gap on this walianc livele migrant,
Operaten Ruby Throat bad gooe international,

The challenpe was where to study the species in Costa Rica,
Alehough commaon bere, the bumminghieds are widely disrribned, and
finding concentrarions suitable for effecive field study threarensd o he
difficult. Forrunarely For the project, its chosen travel agency conneceed
Hileon witha young Tico Reld eroitboelopgisn, Ersesto Carman — abain
the only person oo have studied rubythroars in Cosen Rica. He had
deduced that they congregared in the Guanacaste provisee and had a
preference for ales vera plansarions.

A is tle way in macure, things didin’ go sneily acconding o plan,
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Meazuring & liry himmer's wing length is a delicals job.

Thise firss owo Field crips juse afrer Chrissmas. 2004, although
convenient for the holiday season) peved and banded only 15 uby-
rhroars sverall. The alos vera ficlds were nor in flower, and @ was
sheer luck thar 2 single jorore [membing tree near che aloes yielded
enouph bieds 1o fustify the eeip a5 0 modeears success, Monetheless, the
figures were still bermer chan the toral banded navoowsde of 14 beeween
1978-1484,

Meanwhile, back ar che Buena Vista Lodge, somee nervmous rension
was in the airas Hilbo's 2006 group of enthusiases — the "Oh-Sixees”
— andl Carman asserbled sfrer dinner coodiscuss the plan of acrien.
This trp was timed later 10 the season, but since the bummers starced
heading norch by the end of Febmuary, the window for field work was
narraw, The aloe yera Frelds would be revasiced, and 1 mgped aleng
wagch the fun,

Ezrly the next marning, we dropped from our Z800-foot hotel
clevatbon o around 200 fect, and, afver inspecting 2 roadside Giekd of
precey pucple vervain chac had six ruby-throats Biccing about, we arrived
an the frseaboe vers Mecld. Barely a bloam in sighr! Mary a hied.

Sroic acceprance of fave seemed appropriare. Why was the feld moe
Aowering? Was there a climate pliceh? Had calculagons pone awrey?
Was the projece doomed? With somewhar forced cheeniness we drove
10 a scoond field. A ramshackle wooden bepdge sopped cur buas from
progressing any furthes, We walled the lasc half mile along a hot dusty
lane; amound 2 bend and finally reached the ficld, Carman wheoped? Ic
had aloes, the aloes had blopms, the Mooms had humminghirds, The
beteer irrigated plantation was well up toosnuff and the wrip was back
on rack,

Laden with podes, nets and the paraphernalia necessary 10 net, bag,
Band, weigh, measizre and penerally serurinize che niby-throars, we were
reacy 1o lay an eardy siepe on the field the next day ae 7 amc Apare from
Hileon and Carman and 3 revirning member from lase year’s group, we
had a kzarn bow ma nig the delicate mist nees along che aloe plant rows,
painstakingly aveiding their soft prickles to prevens rearing,

Mo zooner had che first 12-merer ner been erected than a double
whammy of ruby-theosrs zoomed sorighe inco ir They were carefully
removed, and placed in soft mesh bags for provection before being
processed, The “Oh-Sivers™ por going on the ocher twa ners along a
flewersladen row Further down.

Avpone assuming that mise-neeting birds iz a leisurely affair is
wrong! It nerve-wracking! The next thressand-a-half hours were a
frenzy of, *Hey, Erncsto, bummer ononee 2, alsell 317 “Emesoon, quick,
twor just hit ner 1, shelves | and 4." "Ernesma ..., help!"

Carman rushed from net to net, while Hileen was tied o his ataten

coping with the deluge of brds, Wich agonizing sarisfacton, he had



Avoluntaer scribe reconds the details far each bird

to close down the nets at oite point eo carch up wirh the backlag, nat
wanting to keep aor lische prisoners a moment longer than necessary.

S0 whar do vou do with o capoive mubnsthroared hismeninghind?
Meny!

A seribe ie appoinied w0 oenser che decails. Derails for each bird
ticluded the dace, rime and Jocation of carch, and band number, Sex
and ape were determined; aduly’ males were stacting to grow their
characrerissic red porger (throat Feathers), bor Females and some
jvenile mabes both have whire throars and white-tipped. fan:shaped
t2il Feachers.

We caught no marure males with a full red gorger — had they
already flown narth eaddier than the females and juveniles? {(The 2007
Operation Ruby-Throar trip will be slighthy earlier in 2007 1m0 explare
this: prssibilicy.)

The caprive was then weighed by being popped rather unceremo-
ninisly into 2 pre-weighed mbe 1o redice stress and stop it escaping.
Then wing rips and culmen (base of bill o s rip} were measured,
tail fearhers inspected. signs of wear nored, number of red feathers on
thraat counted, Far essimared and ainoane of mole caloulared.

Finally, Hilton attached a minure band ro the hai-chin leg (females
gee o righe-leg band; males; the Lefi), clamping it delicarely while we
caught aur breath in wonder ag this miceo-surgical procedure. As an
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Ruby-throated hummingbird caught ina mist nat,

ulrimare insult 10 the bird tallowing for zasy idenrilicacion of any
recaptured birds), the throar af each was colored wish o remparary, non-
eowic blue ink.

We all ook curms and were rewarded o the end of each individual
session by halding the ting, rather indignant, captive in our palms
before it sisddenly whirsed ofT 10 freedom,

Thar morning, 18 ruby-rhroats were casght and banded, chree minse
than during the entire two-week trips in 20042005, We neted thar
it af our caprures were in mid-male, still sporting very scruffy ald
Righr fearhers, proof of thear buffeting, exhausting mrip south,

1 sadly had o leave the “Ob-Sixers™ and their aoring-edpe field
wark thar afteroon, but a gleeful message from Hilton a week later
revealed char a further 33 ruby-throats were banded, making 1 srand
total of 51,

The group, ta, remirned heme — each, Pm swre, with an unstaced
but avid desire to possibly be the firm ruby-throated humminghird
ohserver o record: one of “thetr” Cesta Rican birds inc it porthern
breeding proinds. Enough m make 2ny citizen scientis proud.

For more fnfermation abons the Hilton Pond Center, pisit wivn,
fiTarnpaid, ey -EmfBrraran mieid Clperarior Bafr-Throat and o you
o participare iy theiv Februgry, 2007 trip mury be found ar asow,
Frefprfiratong
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