Feature

ﬁh’A(DEEé:Em,Ciﬁ

Guam’s Novthern Treasurve:=-.
Guam National Wzldlzfe Refuga,thzdmn Umt

Story : Cma’y Hanson
Photo by : Steve Hardy

Additional images supplied from the author’s private collection.

1/The beautiful white sandy beaches and turquoise waters of Ritidian Beach. 2/Lush plant life is found throughout the Ritidian Unit. 3/An ayuyu, or coconut
crab. 4/Hand prints like this one are found in the caves at Ritidian. 5/Butterflies flutter through the forests and along the beach.
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geography found at Ritidian as well
as the variety of creatures that inhabit
the area, both now and those that are
extinct.

The purpose of the Nature Center is
to educate visitors about what Ritidian
has to offer and what Guam has lost.
There are lifelike representations of
Guam’s bird population, decorating the
murals and also in the tree that is the
centerpiece of the Nature Center. Sadly,
many of these species are now extinct
or at least extinct in the wild, like the
Guam Rail or Ko’ko’. This has happened
due to the accidental introduction of the
brown tree snake, boar, and feral cats.

There is a panel in front of the
tree, with pictures of each bird and a
corresponding button. If you push the
buttons, you can hear the chirp or song
that each bird species makes. For many
local children of Guam, these recorded
bird calls are the only opportunity they
will ever have to hear how these birds
sounded when they filled the local trees
and skies of Guam. There is hope that
one day the Guam National Wildlife
Refuge will be declared safe from pests
and that the Ko’ko’ bird will be able to
be reintroduced into the wild.

The Nature Center also functions
as the visitor center and it is from here
that the Haggan Wartch program for
Ritidian Beach is operated. Haggan is

These long vines with twisting bark are the hanging
roots of banyan trees on the top of the cliff line.
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the Chamorro word for sea turtle, which
are known for using Guam’s beaches to
lay their eggs. The Haggan Watch is a
group of volunteers who walk specific
beaches every morning looking for the
telltale signs of a turtle nest, specifically
from the Green Sea or the Hawksbill
Sea Turtles. Both endangered species are
known to use Guam’s shores as nesting
grounds and if sighted, Haggan Watch
volunteers will make note of the location
before doing their best to protect the
nest from discovery by beach goers and
animals.

Just passed the Nature Center is
a clearing where many people park
their cars before embarking on a
guided tour through the limestone
forest. There are signs posted here that
further describe the Ritidian habitat
and the haggans who nest there. The
signs also warn swimmers about the
sometimes treacherous currents that
run through the seemingly innocent
waters of Ritidian Beach. The beach
is simply gorgeous, by far one of the
most beautiful on Guam, and it is easy
to become enticed by its beauty, before
you know it, you've swam too far from
the shore and find yourself in trouble.
Ritidian should be enjoyed to the fullest,
but as with any water sport, safety must
come first, more so at Ritidian as there
are no lifeguards present.

The allure of the turquoise sea or
chance of seeing a turtle nest are only
the beginning of all there is to see
and experience at the Guam National
Wildlife Refuge. A visit to Ritidian
must include a guided walk though
the ancient limestone forest. Access
to this part of the refuge is heavily
restricted and can only be visited with
a Park Ranger as a guide. Tours must
be arranged through the Nature Center
and it is best to do so in advance by
calling their office at 355-5096.

As you enter the forest, the park
ranger will point out indigenous plants
that are highly prized on Guam for their
medicinal uses, trees like the lada (also

The limestone cliffs have the unique shapes, nooks,
and crannies.
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commonly known around the world as
the noni tree) whose leaves are used to
treat high blood pressure and a number
of ailments. Once you reach the official
entrance of the forest, the park ranger
will explain and may even demonstrate
an important part of Chamorro culture.
The Chamorro people believe their
ancestors still inhabit the jungles and
before entering, it is customary to ask
permission to enter from the ancestral
spirits.

Once you officially enter the forest, it
is apparent that you are somewhere very
special. There is a quiet in the jungle that
is only broken by the breeze through the
trees and the occasional sound of birds
or other forest creatures. If you're lucky,
you may see a black monitor lizard with
yellow speckles all over its body or small
blue-tailed skinks.

The cliff itself is dominated by an
amazing array of shapes, giant holes, and
magnificent arches and the breathtaking
architecture that only nature can create.
Your guide will point out the incredibly
long roots of banyan trees that trail
down the cliff wall-and the fossils of
sea creatures, as millions of years ago;
Ritidian was beneath the sea as was
much of Guam.

Within minutes you come to the
first of two caves on the tour, where
lusongs dot the cliff ledges that mark
the entrance. Lusongs are mortars that
were carved in to the limestone by




pestles, or lommoks, and were used by
the ancient Chamorros to grind food
for their meals. Inside the caves is more
evidence of the people who once lived
there. Pictographs, or cave drawings,
that are 4,000 years old can be seen in
both caves.

The refuge also faces another pest
that is slowly defacing the pictographs.
Mud daubers are a common yellow
wasp that uses a pasty mixture of dirt to
create small cells where they place their
larvae. These muddy looking nests can
be seen all over Guam, on buildings,
trees, and nearly any surface the mixture
will adhere to. Unfortunately, the mud
daubers also make their messy nests on
top of the pictographs, which are fragile.
As a result, there is fear that scrubbing
off the nest could further destroy the
centuries old pictographs and park
rangers have suspended huge nets over
the cave entrances in hopes of slowing
down the pesky wasp. Rangers are also
in a losing battle with algae, which
grows on the cave walls from rainwater
that trickles through the porous
limestone.

The Guam National Wildlife Refuge
is dedicated to protecting the natural
and cultural gifts that are found at the
refuge, though there is not much that
can be done to protect the site from
nature. We encourage everyone to visit
the refuge and see the caves, learn about
how to protect the animal and plant life
that live there, and how to enjoy what
many call the most beautiful beach on
Guam. Visitors should know that pets
are strictly forbidden.

US Fish & Wildlife staff of the Guam National Wildlife
Refuge, Ritidian Unit
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The Nature Center includes a description of
B Guam's birdlife and an interactive display of
birdcalls.
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The notorious brown tree snake has decimated
Guam's natural bird population.
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