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first a detour: holy snakes!

B y two years after college, 
I’d completed my military 
service, sold Bibles door to 

door,	fed	fish	at	the	Miami	Seaquarium	
as a diver, but wasn’t advancing my 
dream to photograph wildlife. 

Wildlife friend, Wyman Carroll, 
suggested I go to Indonesia’s Komodo 
Island,	 to	 find	 and	 film	 the	 largest	
lizard in the world, the Komodo 
dragon.  Very few Westerners had ever 
been to Komodo Island.  The giant 
monitor lizard wasn’t even discovered 
until 1910.  But in the early ‘50s, 
Wyman was one of  those who got 
there.  Young and adventurous, he had 
hoped to collect a Komodo dragon 
for the Bronx Zoo.  He failed, but he 
told me all he could about this giant 
lizard and its haunts.  I knew I wanted 
to photograph the dragon, not capture 
him, but I thought Wyman’s camera 
equipment was good, so I copied it: 
a	Rolleiflex	with	black	and	white	film	
for newspaper stories, a Leica with 
Ektachrome	 film	 for	 color	 sales	 to	
magazines, and a Bell & Howell 16mm 
movie	camera	for	a	lecture	film.

Getting a visa for Indonesia turned 
out to be the hard part.  Communism 
was spreading over the world in those 

days.  Indonesia had been a Dutch 
colony for 200 years, but World War II 
had devastated Holland.  A revolution 
helped by the Communists threw out 
the Dutch, and a leftist named Sukarno 
came to power.  America was fearful 
of  Communism, so relations with 
Indonesia were far from ideal.  That 
made	 it	difficult	 to	get	permission	 to	
go there.  I wrote my Congressman, 
Dante Fascell, and asked him for a 
letter, which he supplied.

I also visited Bill Haast, owner of  
the Miami Serpentarium, and asked 
him to write a letter.  Bill collected 
poisonous snakes and sold their venom 
for medical research.  He had created 
a tourist attraction by adding alligators 
and other reptiles and putting them 
on display.  To my surprise, Bill got 
excited about my project, and asked 
me if  he could join me.  Soon we had 
Pan American World Airways talking 
to us, and a TV production company 
in	 California	 offering	 us	 movie	 film.		
Things were falling in place!

But the visas never came.  My 
anxiety rose.  Someone told us that 
we stood a better chance of  getting 
the visas in Singapore.  Fortunately 
we were going there on our way to 

the Indonesian capital of  Jakarta.  
Should we take the chance?  Once Bill 
started making plans, other reasons 
for his going emerged.  An animal 
dealer in Bangkok had a shipment of  
Russell’s vipers for him to see.  And 
I was just as willing to roll the dice.  
So we agreed to meet at the Adelphi 
Hotel in downtown Singapore late one 
afternoon in early November, 1958.

A few weeks later, as I was 
registering at the Singapore Hotel, a 
familiar voice sounded directly behind 
me.  Of  course, it was Bill.  “I want 
you to meet a friend,” he said.  So I 
dropped my bags in our room and off  
we went.  I wondered how Bill could 
have made a friend with anyone when 
he had been in town only a few hours.

As we crossed the city park, I 
saw Bill’s “friend,” an Indian snake 
charmer, sitting on the grass, legs 
folded in front of  a straw basket.  
We sat on the grass facing the snake 
charmer, and Bill signaled that the 
show could begin.  The old man 
unwrapped a ragged cloth that held 
the lid down, picked up his gourd 
flute,	removed	the	straw	lid	and	began	
playing.  The snake, perhaps dazzled 
by the sunlight, hardly moved.  I never 
would have sat so close to the basket 
if  Bill had not.  The snake charmer 
tapped the sides of  the basket, and 
the Asian cobra began to uncoil and 
rise from the basket, spreading its 
hood and swaying to the movement 
of 	the	flute.	

The snake charmer ended the act 
by using the lid to push his snake back 
into the basket.  I thought Bill would 
offer the man a few coins.  I’m sure the 
man did, too.  Instead, Bill extended his 
hand,	 asking	 for	 the	man’s	 flute.	 	 He	
was shocked and made a comment that 
indicated he thought the tourist was 
crazy.  But Bill’s manner was assertive, 
so	the	man	gave	him	his	flute.		Then,	to	
the snake charmer’s dismay, Bill opened 
the lid, tapped the side of  the basket 
and	 played	 the	 flute	while	 this	 deadly	
cobra rose in front of  him.  Bill’s was 
an even better act! 

As we walked back to the hotel, 
Bill explained that most assuredly these 
cobras had their fangs pulled and so 
were not deadly.  Only in South India 
did the snake charmers use fully-fanged 
snakes.  How could he be so sure?

The next morning we went to 
the Indonesian consulate to ask about 
our visas.  We explained that we had 
applied for them in the United States, 
but later asked that approval be sent to 
the	Singapore	office.		They	didn’t	know	
anything about them and told us to 
come back in a few days.

That’s when Bill started telling me 
about a Buddhist temple where they 
worshipped snakes on the island of  
Penang, 500 miles north of  Singapore 
off  the Malay Peninsula.  Maybe we 
could rent a car and visit the temple 
while waiting for our visas.  But there 
was a problem.  Communist rebels 
roamed the Malayan countryside.  They 
were using guerrilla tactics to ambush 

Snake charmers, most from South 
India, normally de-fang their cobras... 
but you never know!
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Young dragons easily climb trees.  
This one is about a foot long.

small villages and occupy them.  We 
asked around to see how safe the 
journey	might	be	and	finally	decided	to	
go.  The exotic lure of  a snake temple 
off  in the jungle somewhere was too 
much to resist.

We rented a Volkswagen Beetle 
and soon were passing through mile 
after mile of  rubber plantations and 
coconut groves.  At dusk we stopped 
at a village inn.  It was a simple board 
and bamboo room with a mosquito net 
over each bed.  I found Malay meals 
unbearably hot and spicy.  Most dishes 

I couldn’t handle.  So I ate bananas in 
a half  dozen varieties (I didn’t know 
bananas came in varieties!) and drank 
bottles of  warm Coke – for breakfast, 
lunch, and dinner on that trip. 

At dusk on the second day, we 
were driving through thick jungle.  It 
was drizzling, and our headlights lit up 
the glittery, leafy walls of  jungle as we 
rounded turns in the road.  We were 
talking about snakes when the beam of  
the light caught a huge, twisted thing 
in the middle of  the road.  A monster 
snake?  My heart was in my throat.  No, Dragon tracks in beach sand, 

Komodo Island.
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a thick vine had fallen from a tree.  
That kept me awake until we reached 
our village.

Finally, we arrived at the coastal 
town of  Perai and caught a ferry for 
the	 short	 ride	 to	 Penang.	 The	 first	
people we stopped knew where the 
snake temple was.  In an hour, we were 
there.  The sight was not imposing.  
Residential buildings pressed in on the 
temple from both sides.  We climbed 
several steps to the concrete structure.  
The doors and windows were open. 

When we got inside, everything 
looked strange.  Joss sticks smoldered.  
The high ceiling was black with age 
and smoke.  Lining the walls were 
pieces of  bureau-like furniture, heavy 
and stained a dull black.  The bureaus 
and shelves on top were crowded 
with live, coiled snakes!  No one was 
around.  Then I asked Bill, “Are these 
snakes poisonous?”  He said they were 
mildly poisonous.  What exactly did 
that mean?

After roaming the temple for 
several minutes, Bill shocked me with 
his plan.  “I’d like to take some of  these 
snakes home to my Serpentarium.”  
What was he going to do, snatch them 
off  the shelves and run?  Bill started 
looking for a way into the rest of  the 
building.  A door on the right-hand 
wall was ajar.  We opened it and found 
a hallway with a curtain at the far end 
and two small rooms off  to the left.  
He started calling.  No answer.  It was 
puzzling.  And then a small oriental 
man, dressed in black cotton pants and 

a	white	tunic,	shuffled	in.
Bill made small talk with him 

for a minute, but I could tell the man 
couldn’t understand.  Then Bill got to 
the point.  He wanted to take some 
of  the temple’s sacred snakes.  Of  
course he would pay for them.  The 
man	 didn’t	 understand	 at	 first,	 then	
was shocked as the idea dawned on 
him.  Of  course not!  It couldn’t be 
done.  Bill assured him the payment 
would be fair.  On they talked, the man 
very uncomfortable about the whole 
thing.  I intervened, “Bill, these are 
religious icons to these people.  They 
aren’t going to sell them.”  Bill had a 
different view.  Every man had a price.  
I was embarrassed.  Bill kept talking as 
though the only issue was price.  He 
held out some paper money.  And 
then...... the picture changed.  The man 
looked over his shoulder and down 
the hall from where he had come 
and took the money.  Bill sprang into 
action.  A snake bag appeared from 
nowhere.  He asked me to step into 
the	 first	 little	 alcove	 off 	 the	 hallway	
and hold the bag open.  Now the man, 
who puts 17-foot king cobras on the 
lawn of  Miami’s Serpentarium every 
Sunday and catches them with his bare 
hands and a three-foot snake stick, 
went to work.  He lifted snakes off  
their perches as if  he were picking up 
worms.

He brought two snakes to me and 
dropped them in the bag.  Then he left 
to get more.  While he was catching 
snakes, I was stuck standing there with 

a hand on each side of  the bag and the 
snakes, balancing on their tails, trying 
to wriggle out.  Their heads were 
close to the rim of  the bag when Bill 
returned with two more.  Meanwhile, 
the guardian had taken up a position 
by the door so he could see down the 
hallway.  That was enough, he indicated 
to Bill.  Bill indicated he needed more.  
Now I had four snakes trying to get 
out of  the bag and onto my arm.  One 
of  the snakes was longer, so his head 
emerged over the rim of  the bag.  I 
shook it, and he dropped back down 
a little, but the others were working 
their way up also.  Would they bite 
my arm if  they had a chance?  The 
guardian was clearly agitated.  Where 
was Bill?  Minutes seemed like hours 

as we waited while Bill made several 
more trips.  Finally, he took the bag.  I 
made an awkward nod goodbye, and 
we hurried out.  The snakes made it 
all the way back to Bill’s Serpentarium.

Two days of  driving, and we 
were back in Singapore.  Still no visas.  
Bill	 was	 ready	 to	 give	 up	 and	 fly	 to	
Bangkok.  He turned over 20 rolls of  
movie	 film	 to	me.	 	We	 said	 goodbye	
and parted.  It was a strange feeling, 
alone on the other side of  the world 
after thinking my Komodo Island 
adventure would be with an older, 
more experienced man and one-of-a-
kind expert on reptiles.  What would 
happen next?  Would I ever get my 
visa?  Would I ever get to Komodo? 

The saliva of Varanus komodenis is so 
loaded with bacteria it approaches the 
effectiveness of venom.
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a torturous trail to "shoot" dragons

A s I would learn the hard 
way, getting to rare wildlife 
in far-off  places can be a 

lot tougher than photographing them.  
That proved especially true getting to 
Indonesia’s remote Komodo Island 
to shoot the planet’s largest lizard, the 
Komodo dragon.

To start with, I had a long wait in 
Singapore for the Indonesian consulate 
to	issue	my	visa.		Then	I	had	to	fly	to	the	
Indonesian capital of  Jakarta and drive 
several hours to the town of  Bogor to 
get	a	permit	to	film	the	dragon.

Next,	 I	 had	 to	 fly	 to	 Bali	 in	 an	
old	DC-3.	 	My	 “short”	 flight	 turned	
long and torturous because the plane 
sat on the runway for an hour before 
taking off.  Without air-conditioning, 
the cabin quickly became oven-hot.  
Sweat poured down my neck and 
chest.  Thanks to equatorial humidity 
and a blazing sun that baked the plane’s 
unpainted, aluminum fuselage, I felt 
like a chicken being roasted for dinner.

Once in the Bali Hotel, a 
well-known classic from colonial 
days, I found my room had no air-
conditioning, no ceiling fan, and no 
springs in the bed.  The bathroom 
shower was a cistern with a plastic 
scoop.		The	toilet	was	a	hole	in	the	floor	

that I crouched over.  The scoop was 
used	to	“flush”	when	I	was	done.		But	
the meals were excellent, and because 
of  the country’s currency troubles, my 
room with meals was one dollar a day!

Back aboard another antique 
puddle-jumper,	I	flew	on	to	the	island	of 	
Sumbawa.  The airport there consisted 
of  a grass runway.  I sat on my luggage 
and wondered how I’d ever cross the 
island to Raba Bima, close to where I 
might	find	a	boat	to	Komodo	Island.

Then a small man in a white cap 
came up, introduced himself, and in 
broken English asked me where I was 
going.  I told him Raba Bima.  He said 
he was driving there and had space 
for me.  

My “seat” in the rear of  his jeep 
was a metal shelf  with a spare tire for a 
backrest.  The road was unimaginably 
rough and strewn with jagged rocks the 
size of  baseballs.  Within two hours, 
the constant pounding had turned my 
back black-and-blue.  I was a lot bluer 
when I learned the 150-mile drive was 
nine more hours!  It was 10 PM before 
my battered body collapsed on a bed 
in Raba Bima.

The	next	morning	a	final,	 jolting	
jeep ride got me to the coastal village 
of  Sape where I’d been told I could 

Lontar palms pierce the sky at dawn on Komodo Island, giving the place an exotic look.

Timor deer are a main source of food for the dragons.
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charter a native sailboat for the “short,” 
15-mile sail east to Komodo Island. 
Surprise!  The Kepala, or chief  of  
the tiny village, said no one wanted 
to go to Komodo.  Sailing there was 
too dangerous at that time of  the year 
because of  tides, currents, and lack of  
wind.  But after lots of  talk, cups of  tea, 
and my offer of  $75, one boat owner 
changed his mind.  Why he did, I’ll 
never know.  I guess my money talked!

That night I slept on the rough-
cut,	plank	floor	of 	one	of 	the	village’s	
thatch huts.  In Sape, families sat on 
their	floor,	ate	on	their	floor,	and	slept	
on	their	floor.		And	all	the	village	huts	
were perched on six-foot poles, since 
tidal water reached the yards.

The next morning I bought a 
goat for $5.  I wanted it rotten when 
we reached Komodo, so the smell 
of 	 decaying	 flesh	 would	 attract	 the	
dragons.  The owner slit the goat’s 
throat and hung it up by its hind legs to 
bleed.  At a little store I bought supplies 
and my not-so-favorite food – a sack 
of  rice.  By late morning we were ready.  
Two carts drawn by donkeys carried the 
gear to our waiting boat.

A favorable breeze was blowing.  
The optimistic captain said, “We’ll be 
there in three hours.”  Last night it had 
been twelve! 

No sooner had we sailed out of  the 
harbor than the wind died. By the end 
of  the day when we dropped anchor 
down	 the	 coast,	 we’d	 gone	 just	 five	
miles!  I swam ashore to a fresh-water 
pond	for	a	bath,	my	first	in	a	week.

The crew slept only when the wind 
failed.  So when night came and the 
wind picked up, we hoisted anchor and 
sailed off.  Far in the distance lightning 
flashed,	 and	 then	 the	wind	 died	 again.		
Except for sporadic breezes, we moved 
at the speed of  a turtle.

I had plenty of  time to check out my 
handmade, 30’ charter sailboat.  A single 
mast supported an old mainsail and jib 
that looked so frail I was sure they would 
tear apart if  the wind ever picked up.  
Amidships was a tiny cabin where three 
men	could	 sleep	on	 the	floor.	 	 	Behind	
the cabin and in front of  the tiller was a 
fire	box	partially	filled	with	dirt.		This	is	
where the crew boiled water to cook rice.  
Our meals consisted of  a tin plate piled 
high with rice and anything else on hand, 
like	a	piece	of 	fish,	vegetables	or	bananas.		
I could only hope that the water I drank 
from the large clay cisterns wouldn’t kill 
me.

There were eight of  us on board: a 
crew	of 	five,	two	men	from	the	military	
and me.  The men were constantly 
chatting.  I worried they were talking 
about quitting and going home.  The 
captain had so admired my very ordinary 
shirt that as enticement I said, “If  you 
get me to Komodo, I promise to give 
you the shirt off  my back.”  He looked 
very pleased.

But in the middle of  the second 
night of  drifting and rolling, one of  the 
soldiers woke me and said, “We can’t 
make it.  We must go home.”  I lay there 
for a long time, my eyes focused on the 
ceiling of  our little cabin.  

The two dragons look equally fearsome, but one is clearly showing dominance over the other.

( Next Page)   It’s either “step back” or “let’s play”; I leave it to the dragons to figure it out.

Waiting for dragons to appear 
during my 1958 expedition, Bell 
+ Howell 16mm movie camera 
wound and ready.
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This huge dragon pulled back the leg ham 
of a goat with such force, it was like pulling 
a bow.  The limb holding the ham sprung 
back, hoisting the monster into the air.

The promise of  my shirt must have 
failed.  After all my travel troubles, 
I’d never see the Komodo dragons.  
Finally, I rolled over, pulled my knees 
up under me and grimly crawled out 
on deck.  The bow was aimed at a dark 
object ahead, a landmass.  I went back 
and sat next to the man at the tiller.  
The	sails	were	flapping	without	wind.		
The tiller man pointed to the dark 
landmass.  “Komodo!”  I sat stunned 
in disbelief  for a few seconds.  Then I 
knew: we’d made it!

I jumped up and went around 
shaking the sailors by the shoulder.  
“Komodo,” I pointed.  I motioned 
for them to grab one of  the large, 
unwieldy oars and begin rowing 
toward the island.  I was beside myself  
with excitement.  I took hold of  an 
oar myself  and began to row, shouting 
words of  encouragement.  Soon the 
predawn light was enough for me to 

make an embarrassing observation.  
At night, it was hard to tell the distance 
from our boat to the land.  We were 
much too far away to be rowing to 
Komodo.  The crew didn’t want to 
make fun of  my ignorance, so they got 
up at my command and started rowing.  
Now the reality set in: our rowing had 
made no difference.

Our bow was pointed right at 
Komodo Island, and for a while it 
looked like we were drifting in the right 
direction.  But as the morning wore 
on, that conviction faded.  We were 
drifting away from Komodo.  Because 
of  the intense heat of  the sun, after two 
days at sea the goat carcass, tied to the 
mast, was decomposing.  The odor was 
horrific.	 	 A	 general	 weariness	 settled	
over everyone.  Again I reminded the 
captain I’d give him the shirt off  my 
back if  he got me to Komodo Island. 

Somehow, the currents, tides, and 

occasional light winds changed enough 
to push us close enough to Komodo to 
catch a stiff  land breeze.  Suddenly, the 
sails pulled tight, the boat heaved and 
sped up.  The captain explained that he 
would aim for the west side of  the island 
to a cove where we could make camp.  
As we sailed, we were confronted with 
an adverse tide, making it impossible to 
reach the campsite.  It was getting dark, 
so we retreated to a smaller cove and 
dropped anchor.  I fell fast asleep.

I woke up to the rattle of  the 
anchor chain being pulled up.  The 
morning wind had picked up.  So we 
sailed to the campsite in two hours.  
Before we’d even anchored, I jumped 
off  the boat, swam to the beach, and 
proudly set foot on Komodo Island.  I 
was sure I’d faced—and conquered—
as many hardships discovering my 
“new world” as Columbus did in 1492!

The appearance of  the island 
surprised me.  Seven miles wide and 
about 20 miles long, it is nevertheless 
impressive.  Steep ridges begin at the 
beach and climb hundreds of  feet, 
2,000 feet at one point.  The land is 
semi-arid.  Upper slopes are grassy with 
scattered palms and hardwoods.  The 
gullies and ravines were wooded but 
walkable.

I’d been told that the best way 
to attract the dragons was with their 
favorite food—a goat, preferably dead 
and rotting, so the smell would lure 
them in.  So I cut up my goat into 
quarters and hung the parts, some head 
high, in nearby trees.  Big dragons aren’t 

tree climbers.  I wanted to attract 
them, but not have them run off  with 
all my bait.

Now, would the world’s largest 
lizards really show up to pose for my 
camera?  I returned to the boat and 
waited nervously.  I was as tight as 
a drum.  After an hour, I went back 
to the four bait sites.  Nothing at 
the	first	site.		Nothing	at	the	second.		
Nothing at the third.  At the fourth 
site, motionless, was a 5-footer, head 
tilted up toward the goat carcass.  Out 
of 	the	mouth	flickered	a	long,	snake-
like	tongue.		I	was	looking	at	my	first	
Komodo dragon!  I felt I’d found a 
living dinosaur.

So that I wouldn’t be rushing 
from one bait site to the next if  more 
dragons came, I took down the bait 
from the other three sites and tied 
them in trees adjacent to the fourth.

Soon, more dragons came to dine 
on	my	 rotting	goat.	 	 I	began	filming	
from the shade of  a nearby large tree.  
The boat crew moved behind me to 
watch.  “Buaya darat,” they whispered, 
meaning “land crocodile.”

In Asia lizards have long been 
believed to have mythical powers.  
Seeing them brings good luck, as they 
symbolize knowledge and wisdom.  
So if  lizards bring good luck, then 
seeing the biggest lizard of  all should 
bring me the most good luck!

I	 filmed	 all	 afternoon.	 	 But	 I	
was discouraged.  Only three and 
four-footers were coming to the bait.  
Where were the big dragons?  When 
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the sun was about to set, I quit for 
the day.  When the equipment was 
secure, I slipped into the water.  Not 
to swim.  I was too exhausted.  I just 
soaked in the cool water for some time.  
It brought my aching body back to 
life.  That evening I cleaned my camera 
equipment and talked of  building a 
cage,	so	I	could	film	the	actual	capture	
of  a dragon. 

In the morning I checked my 
food supply.  It was very low.  I drank 
my last can of  milk.  I had three more 
packets of  crackers and some rice.

Then I used the tiny dinghy to 
go back to the bait site.  The dragons 
had already eaten half  of  the goat.  
I worried they would no longer be 
hungry.  Still, we proceeded to build 
a	cage	for	filming	a	capture.	 	One	of 	
the	 soldiers	 appeared	 with	 his	 rifle	
and hiked off  with one of  the sailors 
to look for deer.  Before noon they 
were back with a small buck, which 
they skinned and cut into thin strips to 
hang up and dry into jerky.

When the cage was ready, we 
brought it to the bait site and, at our 
approach, scared off  a big dragon.  I 
returned to the shade tree to wait....
anxiously.  The crew at this point was 
tired of  the whole project.  The novelty 
had worn off.  They were making my 
shade tree their Grand Central Station, 
and I got mad, telling them to be quiet.  
I continued to wait.  Little dragons kept 
tripping the entrance door.  Finally in 
late afternoon, a nine-footer entered 
the cage and began ripping off  large 

chunks of  goat meat with his recurved 
teeth.  I got the scene I wanted.  

As the sun set we prepared to 
go.  I insisted on returning to the boat 
by	myself 	with	my	prize	of 	film.	 	 If 	
I tipped over in the dinghy, I wanted 
only myself  to blame.  In the last rays 
of 	light,	I	sealed	my	film	away	and	fell	
exhausted and hungry on the cabin 
floor.	 	 I	 didn’t	 care	 what	 happened	
next, whether we had good wind or 
not, whether the return to Sape would 
take a few hours or a few days.  I was 
too tired to think about it.  After a long 
time I fell asleep.  From time to time 
I drifted awake and realized we had 
good wind.  Everything was over now.  
I	slept	for	twelve	hours.		At	first	light	
I crawled out on deck.  Sape was only 
three hours away.  I washed my shirt 
and gave it to the captain. 

Two nine-to-ten foot dragons can consume a goat in less than five minutes.



A 10-foot dragon can rip off the rib cage of a goat and swallow it whole.
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attending a bloody tribal funeral; 
feeding pocket-sized primates

O ur speedboat rocketed 
through whirlpools and 
swirling currents as we 

neared Indonesia’s Komodo Island, 
home of  the legendary Komodo 
dragon. The 150-square-mile island is 
so remote that it was once used as a 
place of  exile.

It	had	been	42	years	 since	I	first	
photographed the world’s largest 
lizards, and 32 years since my second 
trip.	 	I	wanted	to	film	any	changes	 in	
the dragon’s lair and investigate how 
the locals in the only village interacted 
with these giant, meat-eating monsters.

My brother Rich was along to make 
a movie on the wildlife of  Southeast 
Asia, as was the leading Indonesian 
expert on the Komodo dragons, and a 
couple from the Pittsburgh Zoo.

Rich	 wanted	 to	 film	 dragons	
roaming the beach and dry creek beds 
and the young climbing a tree.  Most 
of  all, he wanted to see a really big 
dragon “gobbling” down a deer or a 
goat.    Deer roam wild on the island.  
From time to time goats owned by the 
villagers wander off  and end up as a 
dragon’s dinner. The 10-foot-long, 

150-pound dragons smell with their 
tongues and can swallow a goat’s head 
whole without chewing once!  Their 
saliva is so full of  bacteria it is virtually 
poisonous.  By mid-week we had not 
seen a big dragon feeding in suitable 
light for photography.  To see it happen, 
we decided to make it happen.

We bought a goat from one of  
the villagers.  The owner cut its throat 
and hung it in a tree.  We waited.  No 
dragons.  Then we learned that the 
dragons near the village had killed 
a pig earlier and weren’t hungry.  So 
we moved our stinking goat closer to 
the park boundary and waited.  The 
moment we wanted came quickly.

Three giant dragons found the 
goat at the same time.  Rich and I were 
there.  The chief  ranger and two helpers 
were also there to protect us.  The 
action was swift and furious.  All three 
were attracted by the smell of  rotting 
meat, but one dragon found the goat 
first.		He	rushed	to	it,	then	stopped.		He	
held his head high over the carcass, eyes 
alert as he looked around.  He wanted 
to see where the other dragons were.  
As soon as he tore into the carcass, 

Jagged steep slopes were evidence that the island had been formed from volcanic activity.

Upon arriving in the bay, a welcoming 
party from the only village on Komodo 
Island came out to greet us.
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(Previous Page)  Having helped devour an 
entire goat, this huge dragon looked as if he 
might want more and was getting too close 
to us.

the others realized where it was and 
rushed to grab their share. 

In an instant the three monsters 
were tearing at the goat.  Ripping the 
hide was the toughest part.  Their 
inch-long teeth slashed and tore.  
Their huge, clawed forelegs dug into 
the ground as they pulled.  A tug-of-
war ensued for a few moments while 
the hide held together as each dragon 
tried to pull the goat from the jaws 
of  the other.  Then the goat began to 
come apart.  One dragon had the entire 
head inside his mouth, pulling.  As the 
hide	gave	way	and	the	flesh	ripped,	he	
swallowed the head whole.  Another 
ripped a hindquarter off  and swallowed 
it.  In minutes only a rib cage was left 
and that soon disappeared down a 
dragon’s gullet.

Then, having worked themselves 
into a feeding frenzy, the dragons 
turned on us!  Now we saw why the 
ranger and his helpers each had seven-
foot-long forked sticks.  As the dragons 
charged, the rangers stepped forward 
and poked them hard on the shoulder 
to	 deflect	 their	 rush.	 	 But	 again	 the	
dragons attacked, angry that dinner was 
gone and they were still hungry.  Soon 
we were being scattered.  Rich and I 
found ourselves separated from two of  
the rangers.  The other was defending 
himself  and us from the charge of  
two dragons.  Our ranger was hitting 
them hard with his forked stick on the 
sensitive spot between their eyes.

We	were	 fighting	 it	 out	with	 the	
dragons in a cleared area near the 

beach.  Together we saw a chance to 
rush past them and escape to the beach.  
While a dragon is fast for a few yards, a 
human can outrun him quickly in open 
space.  Once on the wet sand, where 
we had good traction, we were out of  
danger.  In the land of  the Komodo 
dragon, the meek do not inherit the 
earth.

The feeding frenzy had climaxed 
a fascinating week with the Komodo 
dragon.  We had avoided being a meal 
ourselves.  We had great footage for the 
film,	 the	 dragons	 were	 plentiful,	 and	
the park fully functional and protective. 
Komodo dragons have been around for 
millions of  years.  They should make it 
safely into the 22nd century.  

Our next adventure was as bloody 
as	 the	 first,	 but	 it	 was	 people,	 not	
wildlife, who drew blood.  I had heard 
stories about the Toraja people in the 
remote mountains of  central Sulawesi 
and told my brother Rich we ought to 
go there.  Apparently, the Toraja tribe 
is obsessed with death and dying.  Their 
funerals are unique events.  If  a man or 
woman of  noble rank dies, the elaborate 
funeral	 lasts	 for	up	 to	five	days.	 	There	
are processions, ritual dances, speeches, 
and the slaughtering of  buffaloes and 
pigs by the family with the meat given 
to relatives and friends.  The funerals are 
announced weeks in advance, enabling 
friends and family to come from all over 
Indonesia and beyond.  The deceased 
is always wrapped in several layers of  
cloth and kept on the premises until the 
funeral is over.  

We	flew	to	southern	Sulawesi	and	
hired a car, driver and guide for the 
seven-hour trip to the town of  Rantepao, 
center of  the Toraja community.  You 
know you are in Toraja country by 
their unique meeting houses.  Built by 
each family, the teak structure is raised 
off  the ground.  The walls are painted 
in colorful tribal patterns.  But it is the 
roof  that sets the building apart with 
steep sides swooping up dramatically at 
both ends.  They reminded me of  the 
upturned prows of  Viking pirate ships.

A	fifteen-year-old	boy	had	died	of 	
cancer four months before.  His funeral 
would be the next day.  If  we brought 
a modest gift and dressed appropriately 
(no shorts or halter-tops), we could 
attend.  Our guide suggested cigarettes 
as a gift, since they could be divided 
easily. 

We arrived the next afternoon and 
already a hundred Torajas had gathered, 
plus dozens of  children playing about.  
A buffalo and pig lay slaughtered and 
skinned in the center of  the group.  
Blood and feces spattered the ground.  
People were idly talking.  After 
presenting our gift, we stood under the 
family’s houses with the other family 
members.  Relatives and guests sat on 
platforms under the rice storage bins.

Nothing seemed to be happening, 
but no one seemed concerned.  
Eventually, several men stepped 
forward with short machetes, and 
began butchering the buffalo.  Chunks 
of  meat were handed to the guests.  
Then a storm broke.  Rain and mud 

mixed with the animals’ blood, urine, 
feces, and stomach contents.

When the rain stopped, 
speeches began and went on and 
on.  Eventually, two buffaloes were 
led in by young boys holding rope 
tethers.  Family members seemed to 
care fondly for these animals, treating 
them almost like pets.  It is common 
to see small boys bathing them.  But 
the relationship ends at funeral time.

Tension rose as we neared the 
climax.  Eventually, a young man came 
out and relieved the boy of  his tether.  
He pulled up the head of  the buffalo 
to expose the tender hide of  the 
throat.  He reached behind his back, 
drew his knife from its sheath and 
brought it forward.  One swift blow 
sliced open the throat.  The buffalo 
made a low groan as blood squirted 
on the ground.  Then its legs buckled 
and it fell.  The second buffalo was 
killed the same way.  

Other men began skinning the 
animals.  People relaxed and chatted 
with one another.  Children played.  
Dogs lapped at the blood running 
over the muddy ground.  Chickens 
pecked where the animals had been 
butchered.  Ladies in matching green 
blouses,	 black	 skirts,	 and	 flip-flops	
arrived	 in	 single	file	 to	 serve	 tea	and	
coffee.  Only the father and a brother 
of  the deceased were dressed in black.

It was getting dark so we decided 
to leave.  Other guests were walking 
home carrying large mud-and-blood 

Fresh goat meat was delivered to the 
camp for dragon bait.

The dragons always approached the bait 
from a dry creek bed, so our blind could 
be opened to the beach and the direction 
of our camp.
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spattered chunks of  meat. 
The Toraja people are Christians.  

At	first	this	might	seem	surprising,	but	
they don’t shed the blood of  buffaloes 
as atonement for the sins of  the people.  
They kill the animals to make gifts of  
the meat to those close to them.

After the blood and gore of  
the Komodo dragons and the Toraja 
funeral, Rich and I were ready for 
something cute and loveable.  We 
found it in Sulawesi’s Tangkoko 
National Park, home of  the spectral 
tarsier, a tiny nocturnal primate found 
nowhere else in the world.  Its head is 
the size of  a ping-pong ball, its body 
the size of  a tennis ball, and it weighs 
less than a baseball.  Its hands are the 
size	 of 	 pennies,	 but	 its	 long	 fingers	
grasp branches easily.  Its legs are so 
powerful it can leap ten feet from tree 
to tree searching for insects.

To see them, we hiked into 
the park at about 4 p.m.  Our guide 
knew just where to look.  Tarsiers are 
clannish and spend the day sleeping 
in a family den, typically made of  
tangled	ficus	roots,	 ten	feet	or	so	off 	
the ground.  As dusk settled, we took 
our	places	in	front	of 	a	ficus	tree.		We	
didn’t have long to wait. 

With a gentle thud, a tarsier 
dropped down in full view not more 
than eight feet from us.  Its brown 
eyes were huge.  Another soft thud, 
and another appeared.  Then another.  
And another.  Their ears popped up 
erect and rotated independently as 
they listened to insect sounds that 

might lead them to dinner.  Eventually, 
eight or ten jumped off  the roots and 
bounded into the forest.

We returned the next night with 
grasshoppers and katydids collected 
by hired boys.  I put the insects where 
the tarsiers could see them when they 
came out of  their den. 

In the fading light, we could watch 
the	action	without	our	flashlights.		The	
first	tarsier	to	emerge	saw	the	katydid	
immediately.	 	His	 huge	 eyes	fixed	on	
his prey.  But he just sat there, ears 
twitching, and eyes turning often to 
look at me.  What would it take for him 
to	move?		We	waited.		Then	in	a	flash,	
he jumped to a lower branch and took 
a	final	leap	on	the	prey.		Immediately,	
he leapt back to where he had been.

Another katydid brought out 
another leaping tarsier.  We spent an 
hour feeding and photographing them 
before they drifted off  into the jungle. 

The next night we came with even 
more insects.   Again, they emerged 
and gorged themselves on our 
handouts.  As soon as the feast ended, 
they disappeared into the night forest 
like leprechauns.

We were thrilled to have made 
friends with these tiny tarsiers. They 
reminded me that sometimes less 
really can be more. 

This little tarsier from Sulawesi could fit in a tea cup.



resplendent 
quetzal

Often, the first quetzal sighting is of the bird sitting motionless, the metallic, glistening green of 
the plumage contrasting with the flat green of the cloud forest.
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finding the hemisphere's 
most beautiful bird

W hen I stepped off  the 
plane in Costa Rica, my 
goal	 was	 to	 find	 and	

photograph the rare quetzal, perhaps 
the most beautiful bird in the Western 
Hemisphere, a bird considered sacred 
by the ancient Mayans and Aztecs, and 
the national bird of  Guatemala.  To 
my knowledge the quetzal had never 
been satisfactorily photographed in the 
wild and certainly not in color.  To get 
such pictures in 1968, however, I was 
caught up in a crisis about which Costa 
Rican people were largely unaware 
– the destruction of  their country’s 
wildlife and natural resources.  It is 
a crisis that confronts other Central 
and South American countries as well.  
The quetzal had become a symbol of  
this trouble.

Few sights in the natural world 
compare with the male quetzal.  At 
the time few people had had the 
privilege of  seeing it.  One was noted 
ornithologist, Alexander F. Skutch, 
who published a comprehensive paper 
on the bird.  Here is what he wrote in 
his 1938 journal while living among 
the quetzals:

“The male is a supremely lovely bird; 
the most beautiful I have ever seen.  He 
owes his beauty to the intensity and arresting 

contrast of  his coloration, the resplendent 
sheen and glitter of  his plumage, the elegance 
of  his ornamentation, the symmetry of  his 
form, and the noble dignity of  his carriage.  
His whole head and upper plumage, foreneck 
and chest are an intense glittering green.  His 
lower breast, belly and under tail are of  
the richest crimson.  The green of  the chest 
meets the red of  the breast in a line that is 
convex downward.  The head is ornamented 
by upstanding bristly feathers, which form a 
narrow, sharply ridged crest extending from 
the forehead to the hindhead.  The bill is 
bright yellow ….

The two median feathers, longer 
than the entire body, form a long, 
gracefully curving train which hangs 
below the bird while he perches 
upright on a branch and ripples gaily 
behind	him	as	he	flies.”

The female quetzal is far less 
colorful than her mate.  Her upper 
plumage is green like the male’s, but 
her head is gray with no crest.  Her 
upper tail coverts are also green and 
elongated, but to a much lesser degree.  
Only her lower belly and under tail 
coverts are red.  Instead of  being 
pure white, her outer tail feathers 
are narrowly barred with black.  The 
quetzal lives in mountain cloud forests 
from Mexico to Panama.

The first color photograph of the 
resplendent quetzal, taken in 1968.
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The female quetzal lacks the yellow bill, 
ruby breast and long tail of the male.

I had chosen to search for the 
quetzal in Costa Rica for one reason: 
there was an active and illegal trade 
there in live quetzals.  Costa Rican law 
protected the quetzal, but exporters 
in 1968 claimed that their birds came 
from across the border in Nicaragua.  
So birds were shipped from Costa Rica 
to collectors around the world.

Only	 in	 Costa	 Rica	 could	 I	 find	
anyone to show me their nesting sites.  
Costa Rican poachers could make 
two weeks’ wages by catching a pair 
of  quetzals; and they were caught 
easily, since they incubate their eggs 
in the trunks of  dead trees.  All the 
poacher had to do was to cover the 
nest hole with a burlap bag on the end 
of  a pole.  The bird would panic and 
fly	into	the	bag.

I reasoned that since poachers 
would be locating nests when the 
season began, it would be easy to pay 
them to save a nest or two for me.  As 
it turned out, it wasn’t that easy.  On 
my	first	day	 in	Costa	Rica	 I	was	 told	
that nesting quetzals would be located 
within a week.  In fact, it took a month 
just	to	see	my	first	bird.		Although	100	
pairs of  quetzals were collected every 
year, the year I came not a single pair 
had been obtained.  

Day after day I trekked the cloud 
forest, sometimes alone, sometimes 
with a poacher, but never saw or heard 
a bird.  Often I was shown old tree 
trunks where quetzals had been caught 
year after year.  Still, we saw no evidence 
of  the birds.  It was distressing as well 
to know that my guides were the men 

While the male is down in the nesting cavity, feeding or brooding young, the two long feathers of the tail protrude from the opening.  When 
the bird emerges to take flight, they remain in view.

The male does not have to enter the nest to feed the young, if they are large enough.  
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Quetzals excavate nesting cavities in dead 
trees, some of them surprisingly thin.

who had caused the disappearance.
When I consulted an animal 

dealer about the lack of  quetzals, he 
insisted, “plenty birds...the birds will 
come.”  He had no doubt about it.  It 
was just a question of  time.  But the 
birds didn’t come.  In fact, the quetzal 
seemed to have gone the way of  a lot 
of  the country’s natural resources.  
Forests were falling to the machete 
and chain saw for conversion to dairy 
farms.  In 1968 few comprehended the 
significance	of 	what	was	happening.

A year of  preparation had gone 
into my expedition.  Time and money 
had been committed. Besides, I am 
stubborn in such matters.  But as 
the days passed into weeks, I often 
considered quitting and going home.  
Then each night I looked at several 
hundred	 rolls	of 	unexposed	film	and	
countless other unused items.  The 

thought of  wasting this effort kept me 
in	the	field,	hoping	that	somewhere	I’d	
find	quetzals.	

Then on the 29th day, about the 
time	I	thought	I	would	be	finishing	my	
project, I wrote in my journal: 

“Yesterday I spoke with two poachers, 
Juan and Carlos.  They said they had been 
out yesterday and had seen quetzals on a 
nearby farm.  I asked to go the next day.

“We left a dirt road and walked through 
open woodland for twenty minutes when Juan 
said to start looking for the birds.  A strip of  
pasture ran uphill, bordered by forest.  For 
the first time since my arrival in Costa Rica, 
I was hopeful.

“There had been a little sunlight when 
we set out, but clouds had since moved in.  
This deadened the jungle greens and made 
movement less visible.  To someone who is 
not an experienced bird watcher, it is hard to 
explain just how quick a glimpse can be.  To 

the trained, attentive eye the movement may 
be at the corner of  one’s vision; it may be 
colorless; it may pass at 1/100th of  a second; 
it may have occurred through an opening in 
the jungle 100 yards away.  And yet I knew 
I had seen something different.  I knew I had 
seen a big bird with a long tail.

“I turned to Juan and raised my palm, 
signaling silently for him to stop.  He had 
not seen it.  We waited a minute.  Nothing 
moved.  Still we waited.  Then I turned to 
him and shrugged.  We could go on.  But 
he didn’t move, so I turned back to the trees.  
At that moment a large, emerald-backed bird 
with a crimson belly flew through a huge oak 
tree 50 yards away.  A female quetzal!  She 
never stopped.

“Right behind her in front of  another 
tree sat a male quetzal, its streaming tail 
floating out behind.  The bird sat motionless 
in full view for ten seconds, crest up, back 
catching the sun, a crescent of  crimson shining 
from the side.  And then he was gone.”  

That pair of  quetzals saved my 
sagging morale.  I decided then that 
all things were possible.  A nest could 
be found.  Perhaps this pair was about 
to breed. 

My	wife,	Lynn,	had	flown	to	Costa	
Rica with our three-year-old son a week 
after me.  By that time I had rented a 
house in quetzal territory, making it 
unnecessary to commute from city to 
forest.  The owner also owned the farm 
next to the house and told the manager 
to provide us with food, milk and 
anything else we needed.

By local standards we were living 
in a mansion.  But certain conveniences 

were missing, like refrigeration and heat.  
There was a wood stove in the kitchen, 
which my wife announced she would 
not use.  So we bought a one-burner 
Coleman.  But when Lynn discovered 
the wonderful uses of  that wood stove, 
it was seldom out.  It kept the kitchen, 
shower and bath warm when it was a 
damp 65 degrees outside.  It kept water 
near a boil in a well to one side and it 
dried clothes in a jiffy.

A	few	days	after	my	first	sighting,	a	
poacher came by to say a nest had been 
located.  I asked him to take me there 
immediately.  The nest was at the top 
of  a rotten trunk, about twenty feet 
off  the ground.  The opening looked 
freshly renovated, but the birds hadn’t 
been seen recently.  This trunk stood 
in a pasture with the forest 100 yards 
away.

The quetzal’s home is typically 
a forest of  tall oak trees, which form 
a canopy 100 to 150 feet high, plus 
tall alders, laurels, and smaller trees.  
Laurels, including the wild avocado, are 
important food trees for the quetzal.  
The forest is watered by abundant rain 
and cloaked in clouds and mist much 
of  the time.  Each large oak supports 
literally tons of  vegetation that includes 
orchids, air plants, mosses, ferns, herbs, 
and shrubs.

A	 week	 after	 seeing	 my	 first	
quetzal, a laborer on the farm behind 
our house casually mentioned that he 
knew where a pair was nesting.  Just 
as casually, I asked if  we could see the 
birds.  “Sure,” he said, “it won’t take 
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more than 30 minutes to get there.”  
If  the nest was that close, why hadn’t 
someone else found it already?  As we 
hiked uphill, I grew less and less sure 
we’d	find	a	nest.

We came to the edge of  a forest 
and stopped.  My guide pointed to a 
trunk	with	two	holes	about	fifteen	feet	
off  the ground.  One looked fresh.  
Then he pointed to the iridescent 
green of  a silent, motionless male 
quetzal.  Without a word, we turned 
back several yards, sat down and 
watched.  In a few minutes the male 
flew	 to	 the	hole.	 	He	clung	 there	 for	
half  a minute, then entered.  His body 
disappeared, but seven inches of  his 
long tail plumes hung out the hole and 
waved like fern fronds in a breeze.

I had found the seemingly 
impossible.  Everything about it was 
ideal for the photographs I wanted.  
The male had a perfect tail.  The eggs 
had not yet hatched, as the bird had no 
food in his mouth for the babies.  His 
nest was only 15 feet from the ground 
and at the edge of  a clearing, providing 
the hope of  daylight shots in the late 
afternoon.  We were only a half-hour 
from the house; so I could go home 
for lunch.  More importantly, the 
short walk made it possible to carry 50 
pounds of  camera and lighting gear to 
the nest every day by myself.  Finally, 
as I surveyed the site, I noticed that the 
trunk leaned toward the clearing.  My 
line of  sight was still at a right angle to 
the trunk, so my pictures would give 
the appearance of  being eye level with 

the bird.  I couldn’t have asked for 
anything better.

My high spirits were short-lived.  
After telling Lynn my good luck, a 
horrible irony occurred to me.  I had 
come to Costa Rica because of  the 
expertise of  the quetzal poachers.  
Now that I had the only nest known 
to exist in the area, how was I going to 
keep the poachers away?  These men 
made much of  their living robbing 
nests of  quetzals.  To what ends would 
they go to get mine?

The men on the farm said they 
would have a blind built for me in two 
days.  I hurried back to the nest site. As 
I approached the nest site, I spotted 
two men and a dog behind a tree.  

I recognized one of  the men; I 
had seen him on the road.  The other 
was his young assistant.  If  the female 
is caught, the male will not enter the 
nest.		The	male	must	be	taken	first.		I	
asked the question that would tell me 
everything.  “Where is the male?”  He 
said he didn’t know.  I positioned my 
tripod and mounted my camera.  He 
got the idea.  I told him I had been 
photographing the birds for several 
days.  A few minutes later he left.

I stayed at the nest until dark, then 
went immediately to the manager of  
the farm and asked for his help.  He let 
me hire two of  his men, and the three 
of  us began a dawn-to-dark watch at 
the nest.  

While waiting for the blind to be 
built, I reviewed past studies on the 
quetzal	to	confirm	my	observations.		

The parents normally cling to 
the trunk at the nest hole for 
a moment before entering.
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The incubation pattern was soon 
evident.  The female sat through the 
night and again in the middle of  the 
day.  The male relieved her in the 
morning and afternoon.  This male 
was very irregular in his habits.  He 
tended to arrive around 5:30 a.m., but 
was often an hour late.  One day he 
didn’t arrive until almost noon.  I was 
never sure how long he would stay.  
He was usually replaced by the female 
before 8:30 a.m., but once he sat on 
the eggs until 11 a.m.  Another day he 
didn’t return until late in the afternoon.

The unpredictable hours made 
photography particularly hard.  Except 
for the protruding tail of  the male, the 
quetzals are invisible inside the trunk.  
They could only be photographed easily 
as they clung to the hole for a moment 
before entering.  To even hope for a 
midair photograph, I had to crouch in 
the blind at-the-ready for long periods 
of  time.  The days passed slowly.

The arrival call of  the quetzal is 
a one or two-note thrush-like whistle 
that can be heard by both an observer 
and the bird on the nest.  Immediately, 
the head of  the nesting bird would 
appear in the hole.  A few moments 
later	 it	 would	 fly	 off.	 	 Sometimes	
the two left together, calling to each 
other through the forest.  But in a few 
minutes one would be back for its turn 
on the nest.  If  it was raining or the 
wind was blowing, I couldn’t even hear 
their arrival calls to ready my camera.

Twice	 I	 watched	 the	 male	 fly	
through the trees to a perch about 25 

yards from the nest and then, without 
a single call note, go directly to the nest 
hole.		Then	he	flew	off 	and	waited	for	
his mate to exit.  I watched the female 
do the same thing on another day.

Here are my notes from one day 
in the blind:  

“Arrived 6 a.m.  Male already in.  Made 
too much noise setting up, as his head poked 
out of  the hole.  First time this has happened.  
Didn’t fly off.  (Have the impression the male 
is more nervous than the female.  If  I rattle 
tripod or squeak sneakers on floor of  blind, 
his head pops up in hole.)

“Arriving female called to male about 
7 a.m., but he didn’t leave nest.  About 11 
a.m. I got impatient and hungry and gave 
the double-whistle call note.  The male’s head 
poked out of  the hole before I finished second 
whistle.  He kept his head out for about two 
minutes, then flew off.  The female wasn’t 
around, so he came back five minutes later 
and went inside.  She appeared in another 
five minutes and relieved him (about 11:15 
a.m.).  Female stayed in nest until relieved by 
male at 4:45 p.m.”

How does the male protect his 
long tail?  Stories claimed that the 
quetzal has two entrances to the nest.  
Then the male would not have to turn 
around in the nesting cavity.  Experts 
have discredited this view, and the 
birds I saw used only one hole.

After	the	first	few	days	of 	feeding	
young, the parents do not enter the nest 
but feed them from the outside.  As 
another protective measure, the males 
avoid dragging their plumes across 
a rough bark surface by frequently 

falling backwards when leaving their 
perch.  They also can pluck fruit from 
trees	 while	 in	 flight	 which	 reduces	
wear-and-tear on their tails.

After ten straight days of  taking 
pictures, I decided to wait for the eggs 
to hatch and take a break.  Quetzal 
eggs take 17 or 18 days to hatch, so 
I could afford to take a few days off  
to visit San Jose, the capital city.  Just 
before I left, a friend told me there had 
been trouble with the birds.  My heart 
sank. I suspected the worst.

Apparently, when the poachers 
learned I was leaving, they waited until 
it got dark.  That night my friend heard 
dogs barking near the nest site.  He 
decided to check.  As he got near, he 
saw two men running away.  The next 
morning he climbed the tree trunk 
and reached in the nest.  Nothing was 
there but broken eggshells.  The young 
quetzals had hatched.  The poachers 
had taken the female and the young. 

As	 I	 flew	 home,	 I	 thought	 how	
locals were destroying the most 
beautiful part of  their environment.  
Costa Rica doesn’t have major 
Mayan and Aztec ruins or towering 
Andes peaks or glistening glaciers 
or spectacular waterfalls.  But they 
do have mist-shrouded mountains 
pocked with volcanoes cloaked with 
hauntingly beautiful cloud forests.  
Those forests are home to not only the 
quetzal but also many other strange 
and	 beautiful	 flora	 and	 fauna.	 	 Yet	
those forests are being chopped down 
to make cow pastures.  Why must the 

road to so-called civilization be built 
on the corpses of  extinct species?

National parks are the answer.  
When I was there in 1968, there was 
not one national park.  But today, Costa 
Ricans are focused on conserving their 
wilderness heritage.  They are making 
their country a conservation model for 
the rest of  Central and South America.  
To quote the noted Senegalese 
conservationist, Baba Dioum, “In 
the end, we will conserve only what 
we love.  We will love only what we 
understand.  And we will understand 
only what we are taught” … and see 
in photographs like mine.  At least, I 
hope so.
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This male thrust his head into the nest cavity at the moment he alighted at the hole.

(Right) A classic pose of the male with a wild 
avocado in his beak, upper wing coverts 
framing the ruby breast, and a gentle breeze 
adding a curve to the tail.



butterflies of florida
The giant swallowtail nectars at a claradendron.
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The Atala butterfly lays its eggs only on the tender shoots of the coontie, a Florida cycad. This Atala butterfly has just emerged from its chrysalis. Its wings have unfolded by being pumped full of body fluid.  They must now dry and set; 
it will then be ready to fly.
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Palamedes swallowtails are common where the host plant can be found, members of the laurel family.

The gulf fritillary nectars on thistles and lays its eggs on the passion flower vine.

Thistles are excellent attractors of butterflies; in this case it’s a giant swallowtail.



A tiger swallowtail nectars at a buttonbush flower.
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The white peacock is abundant in southern and central Florida and colonizes further north, especially along the coast.

(Right)  Malachite butterflies create a mirror reflection 
of each other as they mate.  They are locally common in 
Miami-Dade, Broward and Palm Beach Counties



This zebra heliconian is one of the many butterflies attracted to the red flowers of the hemelia bush.
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Two male zebras await the female, still in the chrysalis.

A black swallowtail butterfly nectars on a thistle with a bee.

The pheromones of the female zebra butterfly attract a host of males, one of which will mate 
with her before she pupates.
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