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ever-decreasing open 
space. A Mesa High parent 
and Tree Doctor owner, 
Jeremy Spilsbury, dug 
almost 300 holes during 
this time span, a task for 
which he received the Mesa 
Public Schools “Volunteer 
of the Month” award.

Every time it rained from 
August 2015 until today, 
my students buried a variety 
of native seeds into open 
spaces of the rain-softened 
soil, resulting in the desired 
naturalistic and minimally 
manicured look of today.

The mission of the Garden is “to create a natural Sonoran Desert ecosystem and outdoor 
classroom where students, faculty, and the Mesa High School community can learn about 
indigenous flora and fauna, local geologic characteristics, and our relationship with the 
sun.” To that end, plant species had to be native to the Sonoran Desert and attractors of 
pollinators. Although the Garden supports a few non-native but complementary species, 
close to 98 percent of the total plant population are indigenous. 

The GIS plant identification 
tool helps visitors identify 
80 different plants from their 
smart phones, tablets, or 
laptops. Signs were created 
by students to identify 
and tell stories about the 
plants. Bird feeders, baths, 
and houses, as well as 
bee boxes and bat houses 
draw in winged creatures of 
many varieties. A field guide 
and checklist for the Bs is 
available as well.

The Garden of the Bs 
has been recognized or 
awarded several times in the 
last two years. The National Wildlife Federation certified the Garden as Wildlife Habitat 
#200,924. Monarch Watch certified the Garden as Monarch Waystation 9999 because 
the nectar plants and 30 milkweeds provide food and shelter as the butterflies migrate 
through Arizona. The first monarchs were spotted a year ago. Arizona’s Department of 
Environmental Quality presented Mesa High its Copper Level Certificate of Appreciation 
for the Voluntary Environmental Stewardship Program Awards. Arizona Public Service and 
the Phoenix Suns named Mesa High School students as a “Green Team” on center court 
at half time during the Lakers’ game in February 2017 as a result of the students’ work in 
the Garden and the essays they wrote for the application process.

And most recently, I was selected by the North American Association for Environmental 
Education as the 2017 K-12 Educator of the Year and was the subject for an ABC15 
News feature story on November 8. For more information about Mesa High School’s 
Garden of the Bs, visit https://sites.google.com/mpsaz.org/garden/home

John Jung retired this year after 28 years of teaching math and environmental science to 
thousands of Mesa High School students. His retirement plans include Garden of the Bs 
maintenance, traveling, cooking, and birding.

APS and the Phoenix Suns named Mesa High 
School a “Green Team” at a February 2017 Lakers 
basketball game.

Teachers often visit the Garden of the Bs without 
students for the type of rest, relaxation, and reflection 
that only a garden setting can provide.

Green Scene  
Puzzle Answers

Answer to Guess this Bird
The Black-necked Stilt has thin stilt-
legs and a needle-like bill.  Both 
parents take turns incubating the 
3-5 eggs at the nest site, which is on 
ground near water.

True or False? Answers
TRUE	 1.  �Bald Eagles are found only 

in North America.
FALSE	 2.  �The Bald Eagle is the 

national symbol of the 
United States.

FALSE	 3.  �A Bald Eagle has 
approximately 7,000 
feathers.   

TRUE	 4.  �A Golden Eagle can see 
prey from one mile away.   

Answers to The 
Extraordinary Eagle 
Crossword Puzzle

Across
	 1	 felony
	 3	 beaks
	 5	 Golden Eagle
	 6	 talons
	 8	 symbol
	 9	 congressional
11	 aggressive
13	 golden
14	 feathers
15	 pairs
16	 Bald Eagles

Down
	 1	 freedom
	 2	 white
	 4	 Benjamin Franklin
	 6	 two
	 7	 human
10	 wings
12	 eyesight
15	 population

Green Scene  
School Projects

If you would like to apply to the MAS 
Education committee for funding for 
a school natural history project or 
field trip, please contact Jasper at 
yellowbirdphilosophe@gmail.com
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Who Is Not Eating Our Prickly Pear Fruit?
b y  T o m  G a t z

Have you ever noticed how so many ripe, red fruits 
on the prickly pear cactus (Opuntia) often remain 
uneaten on the plants sometimes well into November, 
eventually fermenting and drying up, still unconsumed? 
It’s not just in our backyards either. We’ve noticed this 
out in the desert as well, especially in areas without 
cattle present. Why in the world would a desert plant 
expend so much precious water and energy producing 
such a large quantity of fruit if nothing is around to 
consume most of it? After all, the whole point of a plant 
producing fruit is to get some bird or animal to eat it 
and spread the undigested seeds contained in the fruit 
to new areas. Could there be a seed-dispersing animal 
missing from our modern desert landscape?

The tiny seeds of Saguaros are inadvertently swallowed and dispersed 
by several species of desert birds that consume almost all saguaro 
fruits the same day they ripen. However, the relatively larger and 
very hard seeds of Opuntia cacti are less likely to be swallowed by 
small birds that consume only a small portion of the prickly pear fruits 
produced each year. Coyotes, Javelina, and Desert Mule Deer are now 

the largest native mammals that regularly eat Opuntia fruits but there 
are just too many for them to consume and some fruits are high up in 
the middle of the patch and inaccessible to them.

Some biologists hypothesize that Opuntia fruits, set up high on the 
edges of the cactus pads and protected from many smaller animals 
by formidable spines and glochids, may have originally evolved to be 
consumed by large, plant-eating mammals, known as “Pleistocene 
herbivorous megafauna” (try to say that fast three times) that have 
since gone extinct. Among the known or suspected extinct megafauna 
consumers of Opuntia fruit were the Giant Ground Sloth, and perhaps 
relatives of camels and elephants that once roamed the southwestern 
US and Mexico. The southwestern ground sloth was 9 feet tall.

These huge animals could have easily plucked the ripe fruits from the 
tops of the cactus pads and they would likely have swallowed many 
large Opuntia seeds when they wolfed down partially chewed Opuntia 
fruits. We know that these hard seeds passed undigested through at 
least some of these browsing mammals because Opuntia seeds have 
been found in fossilized ground sloth dung in southwestern caves.

Where did these herbivorous megafauna go? Perhaps not 
coincidentally, they died out about 10,000 years ago; around the time 
that spear-bearing humans colonized the southwest.

Another cactus that some biologists hypothesize also may have 
depended upon the now extinct Pleistocene megafauna for more 
widespread dispersal than currently occurs is the cholla cactus 
(Cylindropuntia). Large grazing and browsing mammals plowing 
through a cactus patch would have made ideal “transportation 
vehicles” for cholla segments. When the megafauna disappeared, and 
before “cholla-magnet” cattle and city slickers arrived, cholla had to 
settle for only the occasional inexperienced jackrabbit or Coyote to 
move their segments to new areas to take root. 

As Mark Dimmit comments in the wonderful resource A Natural History 
of the Sonoran Desert regarding this possible extinct megafauna/ 
Opuntia relationship: “It’s an intriguing theory and, if proven true, further 
illustrates the already established fact that natural systems are anything 
but static.”

Thanks to Raul Puente and Andrew Salywon for helping me research 
this article.

Tom Gatz has been a MAS member since 1981.

Were extinct Giant Ground Sloths once one of the primary 
seed-dispersers of the prickly pear cactus?  
Photo by D.H. Jansen

Most of the fruits on this Opuntia remain uneaten in October 
at the Desert Botanical Garden. Photo by T.A. Gatz

Sign up for the 
e-newsletter!
To receive updates and supplements to 
The Cactus Wren•dition, sign up for  
the monthly (September to May)  
e-newsletter. It includes meeting and field 
trip reminders, special events, and citizen 
science projects. To subscribe, contact  
laurienessel@gmail.com  
Note: We do not use the email list 
for anything other than the described 
purpose.
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Monday Morning Bird Walks at the Desert Botanical Garden 
b y  M o r r y  M a r s h a l l

New to birding? A long-time, experienced birder? A 
wildlife photographer? There’s something for everyone 
on the Monday Morning Bird Walks at the Desert 
Botanical Garden in Phoenix. 

The Desert Botanical Garden is a superb bird habitat, with a 
wide variety of plants for food and cover. Water is available. 
It isn’t unusual for forty or more species to be seen on a bird 
walk. Many birds are in the Garden year-round, but they also 
vary by season. Hummingbirds, warblers, and others migrate 
through in the spring and fall. Phainopeplas and White-winged 
Doves arrive in spring to breed. Orange-crowned Warblers, and 
Yellow-rumped Warblers arrive during fall for their winter stay. 

If you’re new to birding, Monday Morning Bird Walk leaders 
and regular attendees will be happy to help you locate and 
identify birds. You will learn to recognize and identify common 
Sonoran Desert birds: Gambel’s Quail, Curve-billed Thrasher, 
Cactus Wren, Anna’s Hummingbird, Costa’s Hummingbird, 
and many more. You can also get help selecting birding books, 
binoculars, or other birding equipment. 

If you’re an experienced birder, you may see uncommon birds. 
During winter 2017-2018, a Rufous Hummingbird and two 
Green-tailed Towhees over-wintered in the Garden. This past 
spring, a large flock of American White Pelicans was spotted, 
circling a nearby butte in a thermal, attempting to gain altitude 
for their migration to their breeding grounds on the Great 
Plains. You can also help less experienced birders. 

If you’re a wildlife photographer, you will have an opportunity 
to photograph birds, reptiles, and small mammals up close. 
Because the Garden sees a constant stream of visitors, the 
wildlife is accustomed to people, often allowing pictures at five 
to ten feet. 

Diana Herron, the primary Monday Morning Bird Walk leader, 
is an expert, world-class birder. She led bird walks in Balboa 
Park in San Diego and at various locations in Northern Arizona 
for many years and has been one of the leaders for the Monday 
Morning Bird Walks since early 2005. Usually at least four or 
five other leaders, experienced birders, join each bird walk. 

The Monday Morning Bird Walks begin just inside the Desert 
Botanical Garden entrance at 7:00 am May through September 
and at 8:00 am October through April. The bird walks are 
included in Desert Botanical Garden membership or admission. 

Morry Marshall is a life-long birder and an enthusiastic 
photographer who has become a regular on the Monday 
Morning Bird Walks at the Desert Botanical Garden. 

Cactus Wrens always provide plenty of entertainment at  
the DBG

Pyrrhuloxia, a rare winter visitor to the DBG

Western Screech Owls are uncommon permanent residents 
of the DBG. Their cryptic plumage makes finding them at 
their daytime roosts a challenge.

All photos by Morry Marshall
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A Love of Bald Eagles
b y  G i l l i a n  R i c e  w i t h  A n d r e w  C a h i l l  H o p p i n

When I saw Andrew’s Bald Eagle photographs, I had to find 
out how he achieves them and what inspires him. This is what 
he told me, Gillian Rice.

Who’s that guy with an Aussie hat standing in the 
middle of a river wielding a bulky camera with a large 
lens? On a calm day he might be kayaking with that 
camera. Often, he’s climbing a cliff above a lake, also 
lugging along the camera. That guy is me. Maybe 300 
feet up. Eye level with a Bald Eagle. Chasing the buzz of 
a special photographic moment.

I’ve always been drawn to eagles. I didn’t see them growing up in 
the Bay Area but when Mom took me camping I discovered nature 
to be a magical escape. When I moved to Arizona I took a boat tour 
on Canyon Lake and saw my first Bald Eagle. A crown jewel. Cool.

I frequent certain locations around the rivers and lakes close to 
the Valley, as do the eagles. Birds have “favorite spots” in their 
territories. 

Mother eagle with young along the lower Salt River. This 
eaglet has since succumbed to predation during a fledge 
attempt. With the exception of humans, few species are 
able to prey on immature or adult Bald Eagles. The situation 
is different for eggs, nestlings, or fledglings. Ravens and 
Raccoons are examples of species that would eat an eagle 
egg. Hawks, owls, ravens, Bobcats, Raccoons, and Black 
Bears would kill a nestling. Up to half of nest departures 
fail. A fledgling on the ground, perhaps because of an 
unsuccessful nest departure, is vulnerable to mammalian 
predators, even though eagle parents continue to feed such 
fledglings until they can fly.

A multiple exposure image of the mother eagle along the 
Salt River.

Lower Salt River mother eagle letting out a call. As defense 
behavior, territorial adults give a high-pitched peal called a 
“threat vocalization,” when other birds or humans approach 
nest site.

All Photos by Andrew Cahill Hoppin
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I haven’t yet used a blind. That would be very hot. I try to find a 
comfortable place to be without “sleeping on the job.” I must always be 
alert. Snacking on sunflower seeds keeps me occupied. I drink plenty 
of water and often freeze my water bottles. I might sit on a cliff for hours 
waiting for the right opportunity. I watched the Prairie Falcon tussle with 
the Bald Eagle for 45 minutes. That drama was far away and so my 
image is not as crisp.

Wanting to learn more about these magnificent birds, I studied how 
eagles became endangered because of habitat loss and persecution, 
and specifically, in the 1950s and 1960s, because of the pesticide 
DDT. I interviewed representatives of the Southwestern Bald 
Eagle Management Committee and discovered many people and 
organizations work together to protect and manage Arizona’s eagles. 
Maricopa Audubon has long been active in eagle conservation, 
beginning the Nest Watch Program in the late 1970s under the 
direction of the late Dr. Robert Witzeman.
 
Now, the Arizona Game & Fish (AZGFD) oversees the Nest Watch 
Program. Nest watchers deserve our admiration. They camp in the field 
in tough conditions, eat simple food, and gather data on nesting pairs, 
breeding success rates, nest locations, fledglings, migration patterns, 
and much more. One nest watcher I interviewed told me both fledglings 
died in the nest she monitored by the Salt River so AZGFD sent her up 
to another nest on the Mogollon Rim. The Arizona resident population 
of Bald Eagles numbered 65 pairs in 2017. They face challenges such 
as extreme desert heat, aridity, Mexican chicken bugs (which infest 
eagles’ nests and suck blood from the chicks), ticks (Argas spp.), and 
recreational pressures.

In conjunction with SRP, Kenneth “Tuk” Jacobsen, AZGFD’s Bald 
Eagle Management Coordinator, uses non-invasive tracking packs 
on nestlings living near or around urban areas. The goal is to learn 
about migration, as well as Bald Eagles’ activities around SRP power 
structures. The subsequent analysis will advise on how best to adapt 
technology to suit the needs and tendencies of urban  
Bald Eagles. 

Whatever the eagle means to you – whether it’s freedom, national 
pride, bravery, or wilderness – I can guarantee it means something. 
Many years ago, we chose the eagle to represent us, to draw from us a 
spirit we wished to display. That same spirit helped us come together 
to save the eagle when it needed us most. 

Visit http://www.swbemc.org to learn more about groups and agencies 
who help manage the sustainability of Arizona’s bald eagle population.

References:

McCarty, K. 2018. Management and Status of Breeding Bald 
Eagles in Arizona in 2017. Arizona Birds – Journal of Arizona Field 
Ornithologists.
http://arizonabirds.org/sites/default/files/articles/arizona-birds-
breeding-bald-eagles_0.pdf

Buehler, D.A. 2000. Bald Eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus), version 
2.0. In The Birds of North America (A.F. Poole and F.B. Gill, Eds.). 
Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Ithaca, NY. 
https://doi.org/10.2173/bna.506

Professional photographer and native Californian Andrew Cahill 
Hoppin is an avid adventurer and lover of wildlife and the outdoors. 
He volunteers as a Wild At Heart Volunteer Raptor Rescue 
Transporter. https://www.hoppinphoto.com

Juvenile bald eagle surveying the river near Goldfield. 
A Bald Eagle doesn’t gain its complete distinctive adult 
plumage until the age of five and a half.

Juvenile bald eagle takes flight near Goldfield along the Salt River.

Mature bald eagle thwarting a pesky Prairie Falcon over 
Saguaro Lake Marina. Interactions between Bald Eagles and 
other species most often relate to competition for food. Bald 
Eagles steal food from Ospreys; harass and are harassed 
by Golden Eagles, other raptors, and corvids; and are 
chased or mobbed by blackbirds (Icterid spp.). Bald Eagles 
also defend their nest sites by driving off intruders without 
preying on them, including other raptors.



22 T h e  C a c t u s  W r e n • d i t i o n

vi
ck

y 
ea

rl
e

Nature through the Artist’s Eye: 
Vicky Earle

Rufous Hummingbird and Succulent
This painting highlights the importance of different habitats for the  
survival of migratory birds. The Rufous Hummingbird (Selasphorus 
rufus) can travel 3,000 miles from Alaska to Mexico for the winter. 
Desert flowers like Echeveria subsessilis play a critical role in providing 
hummingbirds with enough energy to complete their long journey. 
Hummingbirds, in return, serve as pollen couriers between plant 
populations often located miles apart. This makes hummingbirds a 
“mobile keystone species” because of their extensive movement over 
large geographic areas. Banding studies show that once a hummingbird 
learns its migration route, it often retraces that route every year,  
revisiting the exact same flowering plants as long as it lives. 

White-bellied Sunbird and Bird of Paradise Flower
This painting was one of thirteen panels created for Duets: The Dance 
of Symbiotic Relationships, an exhibition highlighting mutually beneficial 
interactions between plants and various birds, animals and insects in 
tropical environments. The shape of the sunbird’s beak has evolved to fit 
the nectary of the bird of paradise flower. The flower needs the weight 
of the bird standing on the stamen to expose pollen. As the bird seeks 
nectar, it gets pollen on its feet, which it then transfers to other bird of 
paradise flowers in its quest for food.

Cerulean Warbler and Coffee
This painting, also done for the Duets exhibition, brings attention to the 
impact of monocrop coffee plantations on the decline of North American 
migratory songbirds. Millions of North American songbirds winter in 
tropical climates from Mexico to South America. More than 42 different 
species of birds prefer coffee farms over other types of habitat. Typical 
coffee plantations are devoid of the critical biodiversity needed to supply 
food for birds to gain enough weight to endure long migrations back 
to nesting sites in the US and Canada. Certified shade-grown coffee 
plantations are reversing this trend.

“As a natural history artist 
for conservation, I strive to 
highlight birds, animals, and 
natural phenomena that too 
often go unnoticed. I share their 
stories with a wider audience. 
We can all be better guardians 
of environments around the 
world. When people connect 
emotionally with a species or 
habitat, they are more likely  
to take positive action to 
preserve it.”

Natural science and botanical 
illustrator, Vicky Earle delights in connecting people 
to nature through art. A graduate of the University of 
Toronto with a degree in scientific/medical illustration and 
biocommunications, Vicky worked in health care for thirty 
years in Vancouver, BC. She became passionate about 
rainforests during excursions to the tropics and began 
painting watercolors to raise awareness about fragile 
ecosystems. Vicky has provided artwork for conservation 
organizations in Mexico, Peru, Bolivia, and Canada. Her 
preferred medium is watercolor on paper. Her work has been 
part of numerous national and international juried exhibitions. 
Most recently, she was selected to represent Canada in the 
Botanical Art Worldwide Exhibition (May-October, 2018) 
and the 27th International Ornithological Congress (August, 
2018) in partnership with Artists for Conservation, a group 
of international artists dedicated to raising awareness and 
support for conservation organizations around the world. 
Vicky is a member of the Guild of Natural Science Illustrators, 
the American Society of Botanical Artists, the Health and 
Science Communications Association, and is a signature 
member of Artists for Conservation. 

To learn more, visit https://drawinnature.com
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Gray-breasted parakeet (Pyrrhura griseipectus)
The Gray-breasted parakeet is currently located largely on just 
one isolated hilltop forest in Brazil. Between habitat loss and 
poaching for the pet trade, the global population of this species 
is only around 250. Conservation efforts are underway to reduce 
poaching, increase reproductive rates, and expand the bird’s 
habitat range.

Baudó Oropendola (Psarocolius cassini)
The Baudó Oropendola is rare and endemic to a small area of 
moist tropical lowland forests in Colombia. It prefers forests along 
rivers and coastal plains, which are the first areas to be deforested 
for development. The bird’s numbers continue to decline largely 
due to habitat loss for agriculture, logging, mining, and palm oil 
plantations. Palm oil is the most widely consumed vegetable oil on 
the planet. Demands for this oil have led to uncontrolled expansion 
around the world and are connected to the destruction of habitat 
not only for the Baudó Oropendola, but also other endangered 
species, including orangutans, tigers, elephants, and rhinos. 
Look for products that have the Roundtable Sustainable Palm Oil 
(RSPO) certification trademark to ensure you purchase products 
produced in ways that conserve natural resources and protect 
biodiversity. This label gives you confidence the palm oil was 
produced in a socially and environmentally responsible way.

Sri Lanka Whistling Thrush (Myophonus blighi)
This thrush is a secretive, ground-dwelling bird found only in dense 
mountain forests above 2900 ft. It prefers habitat close to streams, 
especially those in ravines and gorges. It builds nests on rock 
ledges and in the forks of trees near waterfalls and fast-moving 
water. Serious threats to this species are the extensive clearance 
and degradation of mountain forests for agriculture, single species 
plantations, and gem mining.

Short-crested Coquette (Lophornis brachylophus)
This small, critically endangered hummingbird is only found along 
one 15-mile stretch of road in the Sierra Madre del Sur in Mexico. 
Its population is decreasing. The biggest threat to this species 
is habitat loss from corn, coffee, and fruit plantations, as well as 
illegal drug production. We can all make a positive impact by being 
aware of the products we choose to purchase. Consumers have 
a lot of power. A small switch for us – like drinking organic shade-
grown coffee, can make a tremendous impact on the survival of 
species like this Short-crested Coquette.

The following paintings are part of Silent Skies, an international collaborative super-mural mosaic featuring all 678 endangered species of 
birds of the world. The 100 ft installation for the artistic centrepiece of the 27th International Ornithological Congress, August 2018 at the 
Vancouver Convention Centre will tour internationally after the Congress. Proceeds from the sale of this project’s paintings raise funds and 
awareness for endangered species and contribute to conservation efforts around the world.
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Audubon Online
see us on the Web at:  

www.maricopaaudubon.org

Maricopa Audubon Society
P.O. Box 15451
Phoenix, AZ 85060-5451

Time-dated material; do not delay!

Non-Profit Organization
U.S. Postage

PAID
Phoenix, AZ

Permit No. 419

Monthly Meeting

First Tuesday of the month, unless otherwise announced, September 
through April, 7:30 p.m. Our meeting place is Papago Buttes Church of the 
Brethren, 2450 N 64th Street, Scottsdale, AZ (northwest of 64th Street and 
Oak Street, which is between Thomas Road and McDowell).

Please contact a board member if you have any questions, or check out our 
web site at www.maricopaaudubon.org. Pre-meeting dinners (September 
through April) are held at Rolling Hills 19th Tee Restaurant, 1405 N. Mill 
Avenue, starting at 6:00 p.m.

Membership Information and How to Receive The Cactus Wren•dition

Two distinct memberships exist: membership of the National 
Audubon Society (NAS) and membership of the Friends of Maricopa 
Audubon Society (MAS). 
 
To become a member of the NAS please go to:  
www.audubon.org/audubon-near-you

We send The Cactus Wren•dition to all current members of NAS if you are 
assigned to or choose MAS as your local chapter. NAS provides MAS $3.00 
per year for each member assigned to us.

To become a Friend of MAS, please pick up a form at the book sales table at 
our monthly meeting or download the form from our website,  
http://maricopaaudubon.org 

For specific questions please contact our Membership Chair. 

Submissions

Copy for The Cactus Wren•dition must be received by the editor by e-mail, 
by January 15, April 1, July 1, and October 1. Articles not received by the 
deadlines may not appear in the upcoming issue. Email to: The Cactus 
Wren•dition Editor, Gillian Rice: editor.wrendition@yahoo.com

Opinions

The opinions expressed by authors in this newsletter do not necessarily 
reflect the policy of the National Audubon Society or the Maricopa  
Audubon Society.

Reprinting of material

Unless stated explicitly in the article, material in The Cactus Wren•dition may 
be reprinted on other newsletters as long as the material is credited to the 
original author and to The Cactus Wren•dition.

This publication is printed on recycled paper.

Layout and design by Ben Franklin Press Inc., Tempe, AZ
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