





[image: ]
















[image: ]

























Copyright © 2008 by Stackpole Books


Published by


STACKPOLE BOOKS


5067 Ritter Road


Mechanicsburg, PA 17055


www.stackpolebooks.com


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. All inquiries should be addressed to Stackpole Books, 5067 Ritter Road, Mechanicsburg, PA 17055.


Printed in the United States of America


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


First edition


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Powell, Alvin, 1961–


The race to save the world’s rarest bird : the discovery and death of the po‘ouli / by Alvin Powell. — 1st ed.


p. cm.


ISBN-13: 978-0-8117-3448-6


ISBN-10: 0-8117-3448-X


1. Po‘ouli. I. Title.


QL696.P246P69 2008


639.9'78883—dc22


2007044003


eBook ISBN: 9780811741293














Contents


Introduction


Acknowledgments


1. ELEVEN WEEKS


2. NO MORE MIRACLES


3. THE HANA RAINFOREST PROJECT


4. THE MYSTERY BIRD


5. HAWAII


6. THE HONEYCREEPERS


7. THE PO‘OULI’S DECLINE


8. RATS, EXTINCTION, AND THE BATTLE OF MIDWAY


9. THE HAWAIIAN FOREST BIRD SURVEY


10. PRELUDE TO A FENCE


11. A FENCE IN THE FOREST


12. BACK FROM THE DEAD


13. FUNERALS AND FRUSTRATION


14. BREEDING IN CAGES


15. SAVING THE LEGACY


16. AFTER ELEVEN WEEKS


17. KNOWLEDGE AND HOPE


18. A FOREST BIRD’S ECHO


Endnotes


Index
















[image: ]

















INTRODUCTION


I remember reading a short article several years ago about the extinction of a Spanish mountain goat, the Pyrenean ibex, described in a more recent article as “one of Europe’s most striking wild animals.” The original story, which must have been written in 2000, told of a thirteen-year-old female named Celia that had become her species’ sole survivor a year earlier upon the last male’s death.


Celia died, of all the rotten luck, when a tree fell on her. Besides her unusual demise, however, it was the length of the article that caught my attention.


The piece, which I viewed online, was no more than a couple paragraphs. It was the sort you’d find buried deep in the A section of a newspaper with other not-very-important international news, or as filler somewhere even deeper in the paper.


There’s something wrong with this, I thought. A species’ extinction marks the end of an era in the earth’s history. Celia’s death marked the end of the millions of years of evolution it took to create her kind. It marked the end of millions more years during which her kind had interacted with the creatures and plants surrounding it. With a single tree fall, those years are over. Surely we humans must acknowledge the passing with something more than just a couple paragraphs.


Over the years since, I’ve seen other, similar articles, some longer, some not. Having worked in the news business, I realize that news is almost entirely relative. On a busy news day, stories that might otherwise lead the paper get bumped down and then off the front page.


But it seems to me that as the planet’s dominant species, and the one responsible for many of the extinctions taking place today, we ought to at least make sure people know that we snuffed another one out. If we can’t save them, it’s the least we can do.


I became acquainted with the po‘ouli’s story several years ago, while taking a class on rainforest conservation and ecology. I was looking for a paper topic and chanced upon a short news article on the bird’s plight during the 2002 translocation. I was struck by the poignancy of the situation: the last three individuals held the key to the species’ survival, but they sat in separate home ranges, unwilling to stray far enough that they would meet.


I wrote a paper on the bird for that class and, along the way, became introduced to the extraordinarily difficult conservation situation throughout the Hawaiian Islands. The islands are home to an exquisite suite of species that evolved in long isolation and are found no place else. But through large swaths of the islands, they’ve been almost entirely replaced by invaders brought by humans.


Over the years, I kept an eye on the po‘ouli’s story, and when I found a similarly short article that the last known bird had died, I decided to do something about it. Perhaps for my readers, the po‘ouli’s story will serve as it did for me—as a doorway into the lives of these birds, the lives of those who cared about them, and the conservation challenges still facing Hawaii and, more generally, the rest of the world.


As Hawaiian names can be unfamiliar to some readers, here’s a quick pronunciation guide to a handful that appear repeatedly in the book. The bird’s name is pronounced “poh-oh-OO-lee.” The bird’s home forest, in the state’s Hanawi Natural Area Reserve, is pronounced “hah-nah-VEE.” Similarly, the i‘iwi, a striking black and red honeycreeper, which thankfully is still common on the islands, is pronounced “ee-EE-vi.”


There exist myriad variations on the spelling of the bird’s name, some of which appear in direct quotations of others’ work. I’ve also seen it spelled poouli, po‘o uli, poo-uli, and possibly a few more ways. “Po‘ouli” appears in most government and pubic documents, so I’ve gone with that.


It has been said before that no species should go extinct quietly. I couldn’t agree more. This, then, is my effort to make some noise for the po‘ouli and draw attention to the forest birds still hanging on in Hawaii’s misty mountain trees.


Alvin Powell


Cambridge, Massachusetts


September 3, 2007
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ELEVEN WEEKS


It was an unlikely day to catch the world’s rarest bird.


September 9, 2004, dawned with typically rotten weather in Hawaii’s Hanawi Natural Area Reserve. Maui’s sunny beaches and clear Pacific water had built the island’s reputation as a tropical paradise, but the rainforest perched on the flank of Maui’s towering Haleakala volcano was a world away from the tourists below.


Always cool and sometimes downright cold, the rainforest—as it usually did—lived up to its name that morning.


Sheets of gray clouds blew uphill from the Hana coast, bringing a fine rain that hissed in undulating waves against the corrugated metal roof of the shack known as State Camp. A T-shaped building roughly twelve by twenty feet, State Camp was far from luxurious. The building’s interior had been painted white but was otherwise unfinished. The crosspieces joining the bare studs acted as impromptu shelving, and from nails driven into the woodwork, all around hung the gear of daily living in the forest: pots and pans, lanterns, plastic bottles, and various containers.


The accommodations may have been basic, but State Camp, with its green exterior and shiny metal roof, was the only man-made structure for miles. After a long, wet day on the forest’s narrow trails, its dry confines were a welcome sight to the biologists working there.


Surrounding the shack stood one of the last remnant native Hawaiian rainforests. Among the best preserved in the state, the forest is an environmental jewel, home to a host of rare and unique plant, insect, and bird species. Many are found nowhere outside the Hawaiian Islands, and even within the islands, they are limited to protected tracts like Hanawi.


Twisted trunks of ohia trees provide the forest’s foundation. The boughs hold aloft green canopies of oblong leaves, dotted with the ohia’s bright red flowers. The punk rocker of the plant world, the ohia’s spiky blossoms yield a nutritious nectar that provides sustenance for a suite of forest birds.


In many places, the trees’ limbs are covered with thick, brown moss, a natural sponge saturated by the frequent rains. Even after the rains, the moss’s moisture drips onto the growth below. Layer after layer of luxurious leaves fill the space between the forest’s canopy and its volcanic soil.


Trees and undergrowth press close on three sides of State Camp, built small to disturb the forest as little as possible. On the fourth side is a clearing. A few dozen yards long and half as wide—a mere postage stamp viewed from the sky—the tiny clearing provides just enough space to land the bush choppers that, when the weather allows, ferry people and supplies in and out.


Warm in their sleeping bags that morning were six members of the Maui Forest Bird Recovery Project field crew. A mix of seasonal help and full-time staff, they shared a passion for the natural world that had led them to one of the most difficult yet dramatic natural environments on earth. They had returned to the forest the day before after a three-day turnaround from their last trip.


Their quarry that day, as it had been so many other days in the forest, was a po‘ouli. A small brown and gray forest bird sporting a black mask—a unique feature among Hawaiian birds—the po‘ouli was one of just three left in existence and had already eluded them on three previous capture trips.


For several years, the po‘ouli had held the title of the world’s rarest bird. The last three known individuals lived nearby, all within Hanawi but in separate home ranges from which they refused to budge. After years of sometimes acrimonious debate on the best course to take with the bird, officials had finally decided to capture all three in an effort to get them to breed in captivity.


Captive breeding was their last hope to rescue the species. They had already tried everything else.


Capture efforts had begun more than a year and a half earlier, in February 2003. But time and time again, the field crews came back empty-handed. As the months ticked by, hope was turning to desperation.


No one knew how old the three remaining birds were, but it had been years since they were young. They had been banded as adults in 1997 and 1998, making them at least seven or eight. The last known po‘ouli breeding was in 1995; if these birds were born earlier, this would make the youngest of them nine years old. Though it wasn’t unheard of for small birds to live into their teens, it was pretty unusual.


The biologists were racing against time.


They were led by Kirsty Swinnerton, who cut her teeth as a field biologist working with rare birds on the Indian Ocean island of Mauritius for fourteen years. Swinnerton had come to Maui to work with the po‘ouli. “Who wouldn’t want to work with the world’s rarest bird?” she later asked. She got her wish and had been thrown into efforts to catch one almost immediately.


Hearing the rain that morning, the crew was likely slow getting moving, relishing their warm, dry clothes and in no rush to get wet again. Hanawi’s rain comes in various forms, and the field crew had learned to work through most of them. A fine, damp mist as the clouds roll uphill was almost always with them. A light rain, sometimes steady, sometimes off and on, was never far away. Drenching deluges were common as well, and the field crew got used to working while wet, using waterproof notebooks and encasing paper maps and the like in plastic bags. If it rained hard enough, though, the birds hunkered down and stayed silent, making them difficult to see and impossible to hear. Better then to wait for the rain to pass.


The field crew talked about plans for the day, sipping coffee or tea and hoping the weather would break. Then they packed food, maps, radios, and binoculars into their daypacks. They donned the green-and-brown-camouflaged raincoats and pants that passed for their work uniforms, smeared with mud and damp from the day before. They pulled on their calf-high rubber boots and camouflaged rain hats and headed out.


The trail to Home Range 2—the haunt of the bird they were hunting—began on the other side of the landing pad. Almost invisible, obscured by low growth, the trail was marked by plastic flags tied to tree branches along the route. They walked the first few yards through knee-high ferns and other low-growing plants, then passed single file into the silent, dripping forest.


Despite the morning’s rain, there was some reason for optimism. The weather in the preceding weeks had been unusually clear, and the field crew had gotten several good glimpses of the bird they were after. They had a good idea about the likeliest places to erect the long, fine nets they would use to snare their prey.


That afternoon, the clouds broke and the sun shone through, lighting up the gray forest with a hundred shades of green and brown, punctuated by the brilliant red ohia blossoms. The moisture on the mosses and leaves glistened in the sun, giving the forest a silvery, magical appearance. Way below, the Hana coast and blue Pacific were visible through gaps in the clouds, reminding the workers that they were perched high up the steep side of an ancient volcano.


The field crew waited a bit after the clouds broke, just to be sure Hanawi wasn’t toying with them, and then set to work. They unfurled the tools of their trade: light nets twenty to thirty feet long and five feet high, so sheer they were nearly invisible to birds flying through the forest. Called mist nets, they were erected on long aluminum poles in areas where the field crew thought the po‘ouli might fly.


Each crew member oversaw a circuit of five nets and tended them constantly. They hiked from one to the next, checking for a struggling bird in the net’s folds at each stop and ensuring that no net was unattended for more than twenty or thirty minutes.


It was the least likely net that caught the po‘ouli. It was a long way from the bird’s last sighting and in a spot where the sun shone through, making the net easier to see. Lisa Baril, a seasonal worker who wasn’t qualified to handle an endangered bird, was tending the net. She radioed Swinnerton and John Vetter, a project veteran stationed nearby, that, after nineteen months of exhausting, soaking effort, they had a po‘ouli.


Vetter set out immediately, traveling quickly to the spot where Baril waited. He untangled the po‘ouli, put it in a soft cloth bag that immobilized the bird, and hastened back to the station.


Vetter and Swinnerton carefully removed the bird from the bag and examined it. The first thing they noticed was that it had only one eye. That surprised Swinnerton, because the bird had been observed repeatedly since its banding years earlier. No one had noticed the injury. Though at one time severe, it appeared to have healed well.


Swinnerton was questioned later about how such an important change in such an important bird could have gone unnoticed. She explained that biologists have to take observations in the field however they get them. Though long, sustained looks at a bird do happen, observations are sometimes the barest glimpses, at odd angles. She wrote:




When we see po‘ouli in the field, we don’t usually get a good head view and observations are usually in the distance and in the shadows of a tree (and usually only for a few seconds). I had a fairly close observation recently, but from underneath, so I mostly saw her legs and bottom!! Having said that, now recalling an observation I had on the trip before last, which I remember was from the right side, I remember thinking it didn’t look quite right (but was intent on getting a net up to catch her rather than scrutinising her physiology). . . . I mostly noticed the lack of a glint from the eye rather than the missing eye, and then she was gone!





Swinnerton and Vetter brought the bird back to State Camp. By then it was too late to get a helicopter in, so they transferred it to a small cage outside, protected from the weather by a tent. The cage was equipped with cloth sides to prevent the bird from injuring itself should it fly about in panic and a video camera so the crew could monitor it from the shack.


The po‘ouli quickly allayed fears that it would be a difficult guest. Though some wild birds are panicky and fly against the sides of their cages when captured, the po‘ouli appeared calm and began eating within minutes.


The po‘ouli would be going to the Maui Bird Conservation Center in Olinda the next morning. A collection of low buildings partway up Haleakala’s northern slope, the center stood on a narrow, twisting road lined with towering eucalyptus trees. The road wound steeply uphill from the small town of Makawao, itself uphill from Kahului, Maui’s largest city and the site of the island’s airport.


The Maui Bird Conservation Center is one of two captive-breeding facilities in Hawaii run by the San Diego Zoological Society. Staff at the Maui Bird Conservation Center and the Keauhou Bird Conservation Center on the Big Island had successfully bred a variety of endangered Hawaiian birds in a collaborative program with the state and federal governments and private landowners.


The center’s staff needed to know they would have a visitor the next day. Swinnerton called on the satellite phone but got the center’s answering machine.


She tried a different number, ringing a small on-site apartment where a full-time staffer and the center’s interns stayed.


Mary Schwartz, who had headed the facility for four years and had been waiting for more than a year and a half for a po‘ouli to be caught, picked up.


“I was just totally shocked,” Schwartz says. “It just took me completely by surprise. It was like, ‘Oh my gosh, okay, we have to get ready. They’re coming in the morning.’”


Schwartz and the Maui Bird Conservation Center’s four or five staffers swung into action. Their extensive experience breeding endangered birds, they knew, was about to be tested.


“My feeling was, ‘Well, now we’re going to war,’” Schwartz’s boss, Alan Lieberman, says. “Not with somebody, but now we’re going to put all our training into action.”


The center staff began prepping the aviary and a “howdy cage,” a small cage used to introduce new birds. They also made sure they had the right food on hand. The po‘ouli ate snails as a large part of its diet, but it also ate insects and native berries. In the coming weeks, center staff would serve twenty-five different food items to the bird, prepared in different ways. Insects, both live and partially crushed, were on the menu.


“We were ready,” Lieberman says. “We were set up for quite a while. We built a special cage for it. We had snails brought in from the field. One of the first questions is how well a bird acclimates to nonwild food.”


Lieberman admitted later he had hoped they wouldn’t catch the bird. He recognized the bind conservation authorities were in and cared deeply about the fate of Hawaiian bird species—after all, he’d worked with eight endangered birds during his years on Hawaii. But he also believed that the prospects for success of this endeavor were poor.


Lieberman’s employer, the San Diego Zoo, laid out its position two years earlier in a letter to officials at the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) and the Hawaii Department of Forestry and Wildlife. Though the zoo supported efforts to stop the po‘ouli’s extinction, they didn’t think captive breeding was the best way to do it and instead supported stepped-up efforts to improve its rainforest home.


“Although we may not agree that ‘hard captivity’ is the best biological strategy for the recovery of this species, we recognize that there is no ‘good’ option for the po‘ouli at this point,” San Diego Zoo Executive Director Douglas Myers wrote. “We will respect the agencies’ decision and agree to bring the birds into captivity.”


Though they had success breeding other Hawaiian bird species, several hurdles faced the Maui Bird Conservation Center crew. First was the uniqueness of the po‘ouli. It was the only known snail eater among native bird species and was so unrelated to other Hawaiian birds that it occupied its own genus on the Hawaiian honeycreeper family tree.


Second, despite three decades of fieldwork, there were still critical gaps in scientists’ understanding of the bird’s basic biology. Nobody knew how long po‘ouli lived, how they selected their mates, or how they raised their young. In fact, po‘ouli had been observed nesting only once, in the 1980s, when four eggs laid in two successive nests had yielded only one fledged bird.


More critically, there were questions about the sexes of the three remaining birds.


Tests run in 1998 on feathers extracted from the birds indicated that there were one male and two females. In 2002, birds thought to be male and female were captured again and feathers taken for sexing. This time, however, results came back as both male.


When queried about the inconsistent results, the testing company explained that the bird’s rarity made it difficult to be certain, since the normal procedure is to check results against known male and female samples of that species. For the po‘ouli, there were no known samples.


For all these reasons, Lieberman, Schwartz, and the Maui Bird Conservation Center crew knew they had their work cut out for them. Still, they had to get ready—one of the world’s last three po‘oulis would be there in a few hours.


The next morning, Swinnerton packed up the bird, putting its carrier into a larger, noise-proof box. She glanced anxiously at the cloud cover, listening for the sound of a helicopter. The weather was already closing in when the helicopter arrived, and Swinnerton hurriedly loaded her charge onboard and climbed in herself.


They skimmed the treetops as they flew along Haleakala’s flank, which rose thousands of feet to the volcano’s crater on their left and dropped thousands more to the ocean on their right. Riven by numerous gullies from the constant runoff, the forest below looked like green corduroy as they flew over.


They reached clear skies, and a few minutes later, Swinnerton directed the chopper to a landing on the lawn near the Maui Forest Bird Recovery Project in Olinda, just up the road from the Maui Bird Conservation Center.


Mary Schwartz was waiting. Swinnerton handed her the carrier, and a few minutes later, Schwartz and the bird were at the center. She set the bird in the howdy cage and quickly left to watch it on video. What Schwartz saw was a small bird, about the size of a sparrow, with a light grayish brown belly and darker brown back and wings. Its head was brown except for a black mask of feathers that extended to a point behind its eyes.


The po‘ouli appeared calm. It observed the world around it with a cocked head, peering out of its good eye.


It’s impossible to know what the bird was thinking or feeling, but its treatment over the past twenty-four hours and dramatically different surroundings hadn’t hurt its appetite. It began eating almost from the start, devouring mealworms, waxworms, and olapa berries. It made such a stir in the food pan that Lieberman said the resulting “hully-gully” made it tough to tell what it was eating and what it was just moving about.


Though the center staff was getting its first extended look at the po‘ouli, the bird was no stranger. Field workers had followed its movements for years, and the fate of all three remaining birds had been the subject of lengthy discussion. Schwartz and the other members of the Maui Bird Conservation Center knew they were observing a tough, old bird in the aviary that day, a survivor on whose shoulders rested the fate of its species.


While the staff at the facility focused on the bird, Lieberman had been dealing with the administrative side of the venture. Within hours of hearing that it had been captured, he had e-mailed state and federal wildlife officials involved with the po‘ouli conservation effort: Scott Fretz, Jolie Wanger, and Paul Conry at the Hawaii Department of Land and Natural Resources, and Eric VanderWerf, Gina Schultz, Marilet Zablan, Jay Nelson, and Barbara Maxfield at the U.S. FWS. He also e-mailed Christina Simmons and Ted Molter in the San Diego Zoo’s public relations department to prepare them for media calls and notified staff at the Keauhou Bird Conservation Center.


Lieberman began to play defense, issuing a blanket denial of requests for press access to the center and turning down a suggestion that they get video of the bird for television distribution.


“The staff at MBCC will be harried enough, so please make all enquiries about ‘howzit goin’ to me,” Lieberman wrote. “I really don’t want the staff over there to be answering the phone all day when I would prefer they be monitoring the bird.”


In a press release issued the day after the bird’s capture, Lieberman characterized the job that lay ahead: “Establishing a breeding pair of po‘ouli may be the most challenging task we’ve ever attempted. We have successfully bred several Hawaiian bird species, including the ‘alala, puaiohi, and palila, and even reintroduced them into the wild, but to start off with only three birds, all of which are at least six years old, just increases the difficulties.”


Several steps lay ahead in making the po‘ouli a permanent member of the Maui Bird Conservation Center. Its initial howdy cage, lined with cloth to prevent injury, was intended to get it past the critical first few days in captivity as it adjusted to new sights, sounds, and surroundings. Once the bird adjusted, it would be moved to a new howdy cage without the cloth padding, and eventually to a larger aviary where it would be free to make short flights.


It had to clear quarantine first, however. The thirty-day isolation period ensured that it didn’t carry diseases from the wild that could harm the center’s other avian inhabitants.


The staff weighed the bird daily—weight loss is often the first sign of trouble—and fed it twice a day. They put ohia branches in its cage to give it natural cover and a chance to forage in the bark. When they noticed it wasn’t visiting the water dish, they fed it insects in a shallow dish of water and misted the ohia foliage provided in the cage.


For the next several weeks, the bird did well, acting calm and eating heartily. An initial physical examination was “unremarkable,” noting that the bird’s weight was between twenty-five and twenty-seven grams. It completed its thirty-day quarantine period without incident. Blood was drawn for sexing on September 20, and the bird was moved to a regular wire howdy cage during the first week of October.


Despite his early fears, Lieberman acknowledged that the bird’s initial transition to captivity went about as well as he could have hoped. “As far as acclimating a wild bird, it was as easy acclimating as I’ve ever seen.”


The biggest problem, according to reports filed by center staff, was that it was tough to find the tiny native snails the bird naturally ate. That difficulty was overcome, however, because it happily ate waxworms, wild collected insects, and ohelo berries.


On October 2, Lieberman contributed a passage to the San Diego Zoo’s weblog, an online diary of activities at the zoo for those interested in goings-on there. Despite the smooth initial sailing, he reminded readers, with only one bird captured, the future of the species was still far from secure. “Our hopes are for a long life for this bird, and Godspeed to the field biologists who are anxiously preparing to capture the other two po‘oulis. The future of the species depends on the dedication and expertise of all players in this conservation drama.”


As October wore on, another change occurred at the center. After four years at the helm, Schwartz was leaving. Her successor, Rich Switzer, overlapped with her for a week or so, and then Switzer took over the center’s direction for good.


Though he was new to the job, Switzer was not a new face. He had worked on and off for several years at the center’s sister facility, the Keauhou Bird Conservation Center. There Switzer had added to his experience with small passerine birds like the po‘ouli, with which he had initially worked in conservation projects on Mauritius.


Switzer’s transition turned out to be rockier than that of most people starting a new job, however. By the end of the week, there were signs that something was wrong with the world’s rarest bird.


While the captive po‘ouli was settling in at the Maui Bird Conservation Center, Swinnerton’s field team began breaking down their gear in Hanawi. Because the birds lived in separate home ranges, the equipment used to capture the first had to be moved to the next bird’s range.


When that work was done, the crew came out of the forest for a break. But with one bird in captivity, the break would be short. The push was on to bring in another po‘ouli so that breeding could begin. Swinnerton planned two trips for October that would keep the crew in the field for nineteen days.


They were moving full steam ahead to capture the remaining birds, but within a few weeks, they would be wondering whether they were chasing ghosts.


For months, Swinnerton had been concerned about the bird in Home Range 3. Crews had tried to catch that bird first, sighting it regularly but failing to net it. Partway into the capture effort, however, the sightings ceased, forcing the crew to shift their efforts to the po‘ouli from Home Range 2, which they had eventually caught.


The capture effort being planned now was aimed at the third bird, which lived in Home Range 1. But as they prepared to leave, Swinnerton told Lieberman that the Home Range 3 bird hadn’t been seen for ten months and seemed to have disappeared. She wrote Lieberman on October 1:




We have continued to look for the male in HR-3. We lost sight of this bird in December 2003 and it has not been seen since. Since December, we have carried out three 10-day capture trips in March and April, two 10-day rat density monitoring trips and about 12 days of predator control at this site. On the most recent trip into HR-3, a team of six staff searched intensively for two days throughout and adjacent to the grid, with no sightings. The HR-2 bird (the one just caught) also disappeared previously for two years and was only re-sighted again early in 2003, so they can disappear for long periods but currently, we are unsure where this bird is.





In the coming weeks, Swinnerton also found Home Range 1 empty, prompting the crew to put down its nets and begin to search intensively for the po‘ouli that had lived there.


“We had the same problem [as in HR-3],” Swinnerton says. “We set up our net lanes and we were netting, netting, netting, but not seeing that bird. It was unusual because that bird was very well known. Eventually, we gave up netting and just set out to try to find her.”


For the eight or nine years since they were banded, all three birds had been reliably sighted in their home ranges. It was becoming increasingly likely that the bird at the Maui Bird Conservation Center wasn’t one of three, but the very last po‘ouli.


“The surprising thing about all of those three po‘ouli is that you found them exactly were they were supposed to be,” Swinnerton says. “Anybody who knew what they were doing, every time you went into the home range, you pretty much could find it. So the unusual thing was that we couldn’t find them.”


With discouraging news coming in from the field, the situation at the Maui Bird Conservation Center was taking its own turn for the worse.


By the last week in October, the po‘ouli had been doing well in captivity for more than a month and a half. Center staff were eager to move the bird into larger quarters and prepped a twelve-by-four-foot aviary. Before moving the bird in, they stocked the cage with plenty of ohia branches. The branches not only mimicked the bird’s natural environment, they also cut down flying room so that the bird couldn’t build up a head of steam and crash into the aviary’s sides.


The move had another purpose besides allowing the po‘ouli to stretch its wings. With field crews searching intensively for the other po‘oulis, the move also freed the quarantine room for any new bird that arrived.


After just a day in its new surroundings, though, staff noticed the bird struggling when flying up from the ground. Alarmed, they weighed it. It had lost three grams—almost 10 percent of its body weight—an indication that something was wrong.


They immediately moved it back to its smaller howdy cage and provided a heat lamp nearby to keep the bird warm. Over the next week, the bird was less alert, sitting near the heat lamp with its feathers fluffed up.


Not sure what the problem was, Switzer consulted with San Diego Zoo veterinarians and began to give the bird fluids and a broad-spectrum antibiotic. He also gave it antifungal medicine to guard against aspergillosis, a common fungal disease that is usually fought off by a healthy bird’s immune system but can take hold when a bird gets old or sick. The staff took a blood sample and shipped it to San Diego for analysis.


By November 12, Lieberman was concerned enough to alert officials at the Hawaii Department of Forestry and Wildlife and the U.S. FWS. He said that after sixty-three days in captivity, the bird was not “its usual perky self” and described the medical regimen they had begun.


Lieberman said later that as small birds have such quick metabolisms, they typically don’t linger long with an illness. He knew the situation with the po‘ouli could quickly go from bad to worse. “Birds get sick and recover or get sick and die, especially small birds.”
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NO MORE MIRACLES


Beth Bicknese was home when the phone rang.


It was Sunday, November 14, 2004, and at the other end of the line was her boss, Pat Morris, head veterinarian for the San Diego Zoo. Bicknese already knew what he was calling to tell her: she would fly to Hawaii that week to care for the po‘ouli. Lieberman had e-mailed her the news that morning. The world’s rarest bird, possibly the very last of its kind, was sick, and it fell to her to try to cure it.


Lieberman was completely comfortable with Bicknese’s skills, describing her as one of the best avian veterinarians in the world. She had been a San Diego Zoo vet for eight years, with another two years of residency there in the early 1990s tacked on for good measure. With some four thousand animals under the zoo’s care, Bicknese had enormous experience. She had worked with animals of all kinds, including the zoo’s fourteen hundred to fifteen hundred birds, with a wide range of conservation value.


Bicknese had become used to dealing with animals that were stars in their own right—rare, endangered, and popular—such as the California condor and the panda. The San Diego Zoo had long been involved not just in public education, but also with conservation of animals from the wild.


Zoo veterinarians regularly worked at the tip of conservation’s spear, tending sick creatures whose fellows are dwindling in the wild and whose genetic code holds critical diversity for the population’s future health. But when a veterinarian tends to a sick animal, Bicknese says, they have to put all that out of their mind and concentrate on the task at hand. The panda, the condor, the po‘ouli all must cease to be the hope of future generations. They become instead a sick individual like the family dog, no less cherished because thousands like it exist in homes around the country.


“We try to be professional here and not focus on ‘it’s a panda,’ ‘it’s a condor,’ and instead focus on the animal,” Bicknese says. “Working here at the San Diego Zoo was good training for working on the po‘ouli. You focus on the animal and [do] not get frazzled by the fact that this animal, as an individual, matters a whole bunch.”


Bicknese admits that was a harder task than usual with the po‘ouli. She had worked with many rare animals, but nothing approaching the scarcity of the po‘ouli.


“A little thought sneaks into your head: ‘Are they going to catch the other two? Is this the last one? Could I be touching the last one in captivity?’” she says. “I couldn’t allow myself to think about this too much. I had to focus on my job and get everything in line. I tried to stick to the details at hand.”


But the details were not encouraging.


Bicknese knew that the bird was ill and quite likely very old. Though nobody knew how long po‘ouli lived, this bird was at least eight years old, roughly equivalent to a sixty-year-old human and susceptible to organ malfunctions, cancers, and other problems that crop up with age.


“The smaller the bird, the shorter they tend to live,” Bicknese says. “They burn out pretty quickly.”


The next day, the bird’s blood tests came back. The news couldn’t have been worse. The po‘ouli had malaria.


Malaria is known worldwide as a scourge of humans living in tropical areas, killing an estimated one million people each year. The avian form was even more devastating to Hawaiian birds. The disease was a relatively recent introduction to Hawaii, and native birds had no natural resistance. It proved overwhelmingly fatal. The disease had driven native birds high up on Hawaii’s volcanoes, to the areas where the temperatures were so cool that malaria-carrying mosquitoes couldn’t breed.


The following day brought another surprise. The results from the sexing tests conducted on the po‘ouli came back: the San Diego Zoo’s genetics department had “unequivocal results.” Their bird—thought for years to be a girl—was a boy.


The sex of the bird, though a critical factor in efforts to breed it, had ceased to be of immediate concern, however. Its physical health trumped all other matters.


Over the next two days, Bicknese gathered all the information she could. She spoke with Morris about the people and government agencies involved and the species recovery efforts so far. In between, she packed and made arrangements for her children’s care, staying up late the night before her flight and getting up early to catch a plane out of Carlsbad.


Bicknese got out of the house late and was greeted with a traffic-slowing fog. She got to the airport to find that the parking area near the terminal was closed because of construction, forcing her to park farther away and hurry across the airport. She boarded just before the attendants closed the doors.


Adrenaline still pumping from her mad dash through the airport, she settled in her seat. Though she often sleeps on plane flights, Bicknese stayed awake this time, preparing for her task at the other end. She laid out her materials, reviewing the bird’s history and thinking about the logical course of action. Addressing the malaria would be her first item of business, so she focused her attention on that, calculating and recalculating dosages of the antimalaria drugs chloroquine and primaquine based on the tiny bird’s weight.


Both drugs were needed, because the malaria parasite lives in both the bloodstream and the liver. The most immediate threat was the parasite in the blood, which they’d attack with chloroquine first. Later they would dose the bird with primaquine to get rid of any remaining parasites.


“It was kind of like a big cram session,” Bicknese says. “I wanted to make sure I had it all right. I reread the plan for captive breeding so I understood the whole situation. I just wished I had more space to spread out.”


Staff from the Maui Bird Conservation Center were waiting for Bicknese at the Kahului Airport and immediately took her uphill to the center.


Rich Switzer breathed a sigh of relief when he saw her. Though he was experienced in handling captive birds and knew how to administer first aid, he was not a veterinarian. Despite that, he had been overseeing the sick po‘ouli’s care for weeks. Even though he had been in constant contact with Lieberman and the San Diego Zoo veterinarians, the situation was extraordinarily tense and beginning to wear on him.


The malaria diagnosis a few days earlier had been bad news to the center’s staff, but Switzer also felt encouraged that they finally knew what was wrong and could begin to treat it. “I was so relieved to have a good vet here,” he says. “The vets in San Diego were very helpful and responsive, but when it comes to the crunch, they’re still two and a half thousand miles away.”


On arrival, Bicknese immediately set to work. First she and Switzer went over their notes, planning and prepping for the initial examination. Given the bird’s importance, they didn’t want to take any chances. They warmed up an avian intensive care unit—a small clear plastic container within which they could control temperature, humidity, and oxygen levels. Bicknese also prepared emergency drugs, measuring the proper doses and laying them out just in case they were needed.


Besides the weight loss and malaria, blood tests showed that the bird was slightly anemic. It also had raised levels of one liver enzyme and uric acid. The uric acid reading gave Bicknese pause. Though it could just be due to the metabolism of insects in the po‘ouli’s diet, it also could be a sign of impaired kidney function, especially in an older bird.


With its deadly track record, however, malaria was the top priority. After an initial examination, Bicknese decided to begin chloroquine treatments, which would hammer the malaria parasite with an injection every six hours for the first day.


When they walked in the aviary, Bicknese was immediately encouraged.


“From my initial peek at him, I felt a little bit better. He cocked his head and had a peek at us with his good eye. He knew we were there but was not overly stressed by our presence. He looked reasonable at that time.”


They set about their business, giving the bird fluids to guard against dehydration and its first shot of chloroquine. Bicknese gave it a body score of three out of nine: thin, but not emaciated. She used a transilluminator, the light doctors use to examine human eyes, to check internal organs. Bicknese saw to her relief that the liver was of normal size and no unusual masses were inside the body cavity.


A few hours later, they returned to give the bird its second chloroquine treatment, then they grabbed a few hours’ shut-eye before waking at 4 A.M. to give the third shot.


“It’s cold up there, at elevation,” Bicknese says. “It was a little surrealistic waking up, thinking, ‘I’m waking up to go treat a po‘ouli.’”


When they got to the aviary early that morning, the bird didn’t look quite so perky. It was sitting huddled by the heat lamp, letting them know it was feeling crummy. But by later that day, the bird already seemed to be responding and had gained a little weight.


Lieberman, meanwhile, was dealing with the question of where the bird got malaria. It was a difficult situation. The bird, possibly the last of its kind, was diagnosed with a known killer of Hawaiian birds while in his facility.


Eric VanderWerf, Hawaiian bird recovery coordinator for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, asked Lieberman the tough question in an e-mail:




I would suspect that po‘ouli have poor immunity to malaria because they, like many endangered forest birds, are found only at high elevations. Assuming the test results are accurate, this raises important questions about where the po‘ouli contracted malaria. It may have been bitten in the wild, but in that case the bird should have exhibited symptoms much earlier. The alternative is that the bird was somehow bitten in captivity. What do you think the chances are this occurred?





In response, Lieberman defended the facility’s record, saying this was the first time in eleven years of dealing with twelve species of Hawaiian forest birds that any had come down with malaria. He also said that a third possibility had been raised by the zoo’s chief veterinarian: the po‘ouli may have the chronic form of malaria, a second stage of the disease that begins after a bird survives the initial infection. If that was the case, the bird may have been living with it for a while.


The idea that the po‘ouli had been living with malaria was intriguing. It would mean that the bird over the years had been bitten by a malaria-infected mosquito and developed at least some resistance, and that its system was handling the disease, keeping it in check well enough to live with it. It would be a hopeful development and a sign that nature and evolution were helping Hawaiian birds build a new resistance to one of the worst diseases of native birdlife throughout the island chain.


Carter Atkinson, a U.S. Geological Survey avian malaria expert, agreed with the idea that it could be chronic malaria. If the bird had contracted the disease just before or after capture, its illness would have been obvious as it struggled through the intense fevers of the disease’s acute phase. The fact that the bird appeared healthy until recently indicated to him that the malaria infection must be an older one, contracted in the forest well before capture.


Resistant or not, malaria or not, something was still ailing the po‘ouli. After gaining weight the first day after Bicknese arrived, it lost it again the day after, and a bit more the next, Saturday, November 20.


Despite the weight loss, Bicknese and the facility staff were encouraged by the bird’s demeanor. The po‘ouli seemed to have plenty of energy and flitted around its cage to avoid Switzer’s grasp. The exertion, which would drain a seriously ill bird, causing it to pant with an open beak, didn’t seem to overly tire the po‘ouli. The bird was feisty enough after being caught to chomp hard on Bicknese’s fingers. It hurt, but it was a good sign.


Though concerns remained about the weight loss, Bicknese thought it was likely due to the added handling, which can make a bird more wary and cause it to fly down to the food dish less frequently. With the antimalarials started and the bird’s demeanor okay, they decided Bicknese could fly home after she had instructed Switzer in the next phase of the bird’s treatment.


When she left, Switzer would again take charge of the bird’s care, administering the second malaria drug, primaquine. He would use the gavage procedure, sending medicine through a small tube inserted down the bird’s throat.


“We felt that if malaria was the problem, the only way to get him to turn the corner at this point was to make sure he took his medicine,” Bicknese says.


Switzer had experience with gavage, but he wanted to try it with Bicknese there before tackling the sick bird on his own. A native puaiohi, or small Kauai thrush, had injured a wing and was left behind after the previous release of captive-bred birds into the wild. With no other option, Switzer and Bicknese practiced the gavage procedure on the puaiohi, reflecting later that only the extreme rarity of the po‘ouli made it acceptable to practice on a bird whose population was just three hundred to five hundred.


“Any other day of the week, that bird [the puaiohi] we’d consider a gravely endangered animal. And here we’re using him to practice gavaging,” Bicknese says. “The bird was fine, and I think it was subsequently released. But we were just shaking our heads. It all puts it in perspective.”


Bicknese flew back to California on Saturday the twentieth, leaving the po‘ouli in Switzer’s hands. She kept tabs on the situation through e-mail and frequent telephone conversations. Within a few days, however, the bird began to go downhill quickly, eventually losing nearly a third of its body weight.


With such a tiny bird, Bicknese says, they had been walking a knife edge between too little intervention and too much. Unlike a larger-bodied bird, small birds like the po‘ouli can be overtaxed by too much care, even the proper care. “It’s just hard. On birds that size, there’s a big balance between giving supportive care and going too far and taxing it and pushing it over the edge.”


With the bird’s weight loss critical, they decided they had to risk yet another intervention: using gavage to feed the bird a liquid diet in hopes of boosting its strength.


On November 25, Thanksgiving Day, Switzer began to gavage a liquid diet into the po‘ouli. Both he and Bicknese realized, however, that the bird might never recover.


“I remember being in my kitchen, talking with Rich multiple times that day. It was a sunny day out. I looked out the window, thinking, ‘This is it,’” Bicknese recalls. “I said, ‘Oh, enjoy your turkey later,’ but whatever niceties I was giving, I knew it was a bad case and it was probably going to get worse.”


By this point, Switzer was exhausted. For three weeks, he had been surviving on four hours’ sleep a night, and for the last three nights, he had been checking on the bird every ninety minutes. Though the center’s staff helped with the bird’s care during the day, Switzer, who lived on the site, took care of the overnight duties.


He had also been neglecting his other responsibilities to focus on the po‘ouli. The center that Switzer now managed also housed breeding programs for endangered Hawaiian geese, Hawaiian crows, and two other kinds of forest birds. But Switzer had no choice. Not only had he started a new job, but he had also taken on the biggest challenge of his career: the future of a species was in his hands. “I really wasn’t focusing on managing the facility,” he says. “Although I was trying to do that as well, the number-one thing was this bird.”


As he made his late-night and early-morning checks, handled the bird’s medication, and now managed its feeding, Switzer began to wonder where the heck everyone was. The po‘ouli recovery program had a long history of involvement by a wide variety of players and officials from the state and federal governments. But beyond Lieberman, the far-off staff of the San Diego Zoo, and the Maui Forest Bird Recovery Project crew, who stopped by with snails when they returned from the forest, Switzer was alone.


“I really felt, well, where’s everybody else?” Switzer says. “Where are all these folks in Hawaii who had so much input in planning to bring this bird into captivity? I had nothing to do with the decision-making process. I was literally there holding the protocols and just following what had already been created for me.”


By the day after Thanksgiving, Friday, November 26, the bird’s weight had not improved despite the force-feeding. It got weaker as the day went on, sitting back on its haunches and unable to perch. Switzer put the bird in the avian incubator to warm it up and turned on the oxygen. He rolled up a small towel and formed it into a ring, putting it around the bird to support it.


At the 10 P.M. check, the bird’s condition hadn’t improved. When Switzer went in at 11:30 P.M., he found it lifeless, still supported by the towel he had wrapped around it earlier in the day.


“It sounds silly, but when I found the bird dead, I actually felt happy for it because it no longer had to endure the sickness, the hands-on prodding,” Switzer says. “I remember saying to Alan a couple of days previously, ‘This bird is so sick that if it was my own bird, I’d find a vet who could end its misery.’”


But that was just part of a complex swirl of emotions Switzer was experiencing. Even as a child, he had been fascinated by endangered species, visiting a local zoo to see such animals there. He had dedicated his professional life to improving their chances on an increasingly hostile earth and came to Hawaii to work with some of the most endangered birds on the planet. So though he was relieved for the bird as an individual, he also understood what he may have just witnessed.


“I can actually remember feeling very sad . . . tremendously overwhelmed by the fact this was potentially extinction that had just occurred,” Switzer says.


Switzer again followed protocols. He put the bird in a plastic bag in the refrigerator, preserving tissues so that samples could be taken to provide as much information as possible from this po‘ouli. Once that was done, he went to bed, falling into an exhausted sleep, the first undisturbed rest he’d had in weeks.
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