
A  Bird's  Nest  of  Pele's  Hair.

WM.  ALANSON  BRYAN.

The  nest  here  shown  (Figs,  i  and  2)  was  deposited  in  the
Museum  by  Mr.  F.  J.  Lyman,  and  may  be  regarded  as  an  exceed-
ingly  interesting  example  of  the  ease  with  which  birds  adapt  them-
selves  to  their  environment.  The  material  used  in  its  construdlion

is  of  volcanic  origin,  being  formed  from  drops  of  molten  lava  which
are  thrown  into  the  air  when  the  volcano  Kilauea  is  in  adtive  erup-
tion.  As  the  drops  rise  they  leave  behind  them  fine  glass-like

Fig.  I.  NEST  OF  PELE's  hair:  side.

fibres  which,  when  cooled,  are  broken  up  and  carried  away  by  the
wind.  The  name  "Pele's  hair"  is  commonly  applied  to  this  pro-
duct  since  the  Hawaiian  goddess  Pele  is  supposed  to  preside  over
volcanoes,  and  the  vitreous  fibres  are  not  unlike  fine  strands  of  hair.

The  specimen,  which  is  regarded  as  a  family  treasure,  was
secured  on  the  island  of  Hawaii  about  five  miles  south  of  the  crater
of  Kilauea,  in  November,  1881,  while  Mr.  Lj-man  and  his  father
were  making  a  "short  cut"  journey  from  Kapapala  Ranch  to  Olaa.
Stopping  for  lunch  almost  in  the  centre  of  this  barren  plain,  which
in  this  region  is  covered  with  a-a  and  pahoehoe  (lava),  Mr.  Lyman
says:  "I  began  to  amuse  myself  by  gathering  bits  of  Pele's

[249] (57)



58  Director''  s  Annual  Report.

hair,  which  was  to  be  found  there,  intending  to  fill  the  pasteboard
lunch  box  we  carried  with  it.  Noticing  a  small  bird  flutter  into
a  bunch  of  a-a  [rough  lava]  I  went  to  the  place.  The  bird  flew
out  again,  but  I  saw  the  ne.st  wedged  into  a  crevice  in  the  rock.
After  considerable  difficulty  I  broke  away  the  rock  and  secured
the  nest.  There  were  a  few  bits  of  egg  shells  in  it.  The  bird  was
small  and  brown,  not  as  big  as  a  sparrow.  There  were  only  a  few
low  bushes  scattered  about  here  and  there  over  the  plain."

Fig.  2.  NEST  OF  PELE'S  HAIR  :  TOP.

The  nest  is,  for  the  most  part,  constructed  of  the  hair-like
material,  although  there  is  a  judicious  use  of  fine  roots,  especially
in  the  outer  layers.  Though  slightly  flattened  with  age,  it  is  un-
mistakably  nest  shape,  and  could  not  be  mistaken  as  a  chance
accumulation  of  the  above  materials  blown  into  a  crevice  in  the
rocks.  It  measures  4.5  inches  across  by  1.75  in  depth.  The  spe-
cies  of  bird  that  is  responsible  for  the  nest  will  probably  never  be
determined.  I  have  elsewhere  noted  (Cpndor,  vol.  v,  p.  79)  that
all  of  the  common  Hawaiian  birds  are  to  be  found  in  the  crater  of

Kilauea  proper,  but  none  of  these,  so  far  as  I  know,  have  been
known  to  use  this  peculiar  and  local  substance  in  nest-building  ;
and  none  of  the  smaller  Hawaiian  birds  have  before  been  recorded

as  using  crevices  in  the  rocks  for  nesting  purposes.
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