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An outbreak of pertussis, also
known as whooping cough, is
spreading across Buncombe County
schools, according to county Health
and Human Services.

A public health alert from BCHHS
said that 18 cases have been con-
firmed since Aug. 12 this year across
multiple schools, with many cases
still under investigation. Cases have
primarily been recorded in school-
age children in all areas of Buncombe
County.

“We have seen the numbers of
whooping cough cases triple in the
last month,” said Dr. Ellis Matheson,
Buncombe County Health Director.
“If we are to stop the spread of the
bacteria, people should monitor for
even basic symptoms of whooping
cough such as a runny nose and
cough and get tested and treated
when advised by their medical pro-
vider. We are relying on individuals,
families, and medical providers to
make these important decisions to
help contain the spread.”

How contagious is whooping
cough?

The Centers for Disease Control
webpage on whooping cough ex-
plains that it can spread easily thor-
ough the air in the form of bacteria re-
leased through sneezes and coughs.
People can be contagious for weeks,
spreading bacteria from the start of
symptoms and for at least two weeks
after coughing begins.

Often, people may have mild
symptoms and spread the bacteria
unknowingly. The CDC mentioned 
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ST. MARKS, Fla. – Dawn broke Fri-
day morning over the battered and
sodden Big Bend region of Florida after
Helene roared ashore as a Category 4
hurricane overnight, the first to do so
in the region since records began in
1851.

The sharp smell of pine filled the air,
an artifact of the hundreds of snapped
trees lining roads between St. Marks
and Perry. Emergency workers flooded
into the area, weaving around downed
trees along U.S Highway 98 as sheriffs’

deputies limited access and patrolled
for possible looting. In the tiny com-
munity of St. Marks, about 20 miles
south of Tallahassee, floodwaters
reached the front of the U.S Post Office
building.

By then, Helene was barreling
through Georgia, causing life-threat-
ening flooding in Atlanta and the Caro-
linas and knocking out power for 4.5
million people from Florida into Vir-
ginia as at least 22 people were report-
ed dead.

Helene made landfall at about 11:10
p.m. on Thursday near Perry, Florida,
with 140 mph winds. It is tied as the
14th most powerful hurricane to hit the
U.S. since records have been kept and
the seventh most powerful to slam into

Helene tears through
Florida, Georgia

Cleanup efforts get underway Friday after Hurricane Helene tore through Fort
Myers Beach, Fla. ANDREW WEST/FORT MYERS NEWS-PRESS

Southeast hit by floods;
millions without power

Thao Nguyen, Christopher Cann
and Trevor Hughes
USA TODAY
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Birders and bird guides refer to “our
birds,” meaning the birds like Carolina
chickadee, tufted titmouse, and northern
cardinal that we see in our backyards —
birds that “know us” and expect us to feed
them or provide habitat for their nesting.
We also see our resident birds while out
on our favorite hiking trails or driving
along the roads through Great Smoky
Mountains National Park.

But we don’t always see the same birds

in these places. Sometimes there are oth-
er surprise visitors to our yards, trails and
roadsides.

Who are these guests whose unusual
calls and colors grab our attention? They
are “our” Neotropical migrant birds.
Long-distance travelers like scarlet tan-
ager, rose-breasted grosbeak, ruby-
throated hummingbird, and the North
American wood warblers — the migratory
jewels of the forest — are beloved by resi-
dents and visitors to the Smokies alike.

“They are technically Nearctic-Neo-
tropical migrants, which specifically re-
fers to ‘our’ birds that breed here — or mi-
grate through the Smokies on their way
farther north — during our summer
months,” said Travis Knowles. “They
then migrate south to the Caribbean,
Central, and/or South America during our

winter.”
Knowles is biology professor at Fran-

cis Marion University (FMU) near Flor-
ence, South Carolina. He also manages
Wildsumaco Biological Station in the
Ecuadorian Andes, a veritable birding
paradise where he and fellow instructor
Dr. Jim Costa of Western Carolina Uni-
versity (WCU) hosted a class of 10 col-
lege students this past July.

The trip to Ecuador was the first time
Justin V. Bartolon of Latta, South Caroli-
na, had ever been on a plane. A junior
biology major at FMU, Justin didn’t
know how transformative the course
and trip would be.

“When we arrived at Wildsumaco, I
discovered bird watching, and that has 

Word from the Smokies

Justin V. Bartolon, a junior biology major at Francis Marion University near Florence, South Carolina, took up bird
watching on a trip to Ecuador as part of the course Comparative Temperate–Tropical Ecology and Biogeography, which
started at WCU’s Highlands Biological Station. PROVIDED BY SMOKIES LIFE

Students learn about
birds in Smokies and
Ecuador
Frances Figart
Word from the Smokies

See SMOKIES, Page 5A
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changed me forever,” he said. “Spotting
my entry bird, the channel-billed toucan,
made me feel alive again. I never
would’ve guessed how exciting it would
be to find new birds every day.”

Knowles, who started birding at age
eight upon seeing his first evening gros-
beak, relived that initial excitement vi-
cariously by observing his student’s in-
stantaneous fanaticism. The moment a
lecture ended, Justin would rush out of
the biological station, seeking a trogon,
tanager or tropical kingbird on which to
focus the spotting scope.

Costa and Knowles call their course
Comparative Temperate–Tropical Ecolo-
gy and Biogeography, and this was the
third time they’d offered it. Starting at
WCU’s Highlands Biological Station,
which Costa directs, the students ven-
tured to several sites in Great Smoky
Mountains National Park including Twin
Creeks Science and Education Center
where they saw preserved avian speci-
mens — some of which had flown thou-
sands of miles in their lifetimes.

“I have seen scarlet and summer tan-
agers, cerulean warblers, Swainson’s
thrushes, mourning warbler, and other
species at WildSumaco in December and
January,” Knowles said.

To complete their life cycles, these Ne-
arctic-Neotropical migrants need breed-
ing habitat in North America, wintering
habitat in the Neotropics, and migratory
(or ‘stopover’) habitat in between for food
and refueling energy reserves.

“Disruptions to any of that habitat di-
minishes populations,” he said. “If we
don’t care about wintering and stopover
habitats for these Smokies treasures, we
can lose them.”

Some other Neotropical migrants that
can be found both in the Smokies and Ec-
uador include broad-winged hawk, east-
ern wood-pewee, red-eyed vireo, barn
swallow, American redstart, and warblers
such as black-and-white, Blackburnian,
blackpoll, Canada, and Tennessee war-
bler. Knowles said some familiar and be-
loved birds of the Smokies, like the wood
thrush with its beautiful flute-like song,
don’t overwinter in Ecuador but still need
wintering habitat in other parts of the
Neotropics.

“Many of the same threats that impact
biodiversity in the tropical Andes biodi-

versity hotspot also threaten the South-
ern Appalachian biodiversity hotspot,”
Knowles said. “They include deforesta-
tion, the decline of insects as sustenance
for migratory birds due to overuse of pes-
ticides and fertilizers, light pollution, and
many other human impacts such as road
building — which fragments habitats and
disrupts species movements — and of
course climate change.”

Justin said bird watching has in-
creased his love for animals everywhere
and will help him discern his future ca-
reer path.

“As complex as rainforests can be in
terms of layers and biodiversity,” he said,
“that doesn’t mean there isn’t any diversi-
ty in the Carolinas and in the Great
Smoky Mountains. Now, every time that I
see a bird for the first time or for the mil-
lionth time, it’s like looking at art — na-
ture’s living art.”

On all four flights of the trip, Justin
was coincidentally seated next to another
first-time flyer, Aislinn-Anne Brown of
Selma, North Carolina. Both admitted to
nervousness before the plane ride, but
now both want to fly again to experience
more of the world’s biodiversity.

A senior biology student of Costa’s
concentrating on ecology and evolution

at WCU, Aislinn-Anne said the course
gave her “an appreciation for bird identifi-
cation” as well as for “how quickly habi-
tats can change when you take elevation
into account.” She was delighted to find
two dozen hummingbird species in the
cloud forest at elevation 9,000 feet, then
discover a whole different assembly of
hummers at an altitude of 4,500 feet in
the shadow of Sumaco Volcano. These ti-
ny high-strung birds feed on flowering
plants that are specific to the different el-
evations.

“In Ecuador, I learned to be constantly
observant and constantly amazed by my
surroundings,” she said. “I would see a
bird and immediately pull out my binocu-
lars to try and identify it. I looked at all the
different things growing on the trees and
the ground.”

Yet, once she returned to the routines
of school and home in Western North
Carolina, Aislinn-Anne had to remind
herself to pay attention to the spectacular
backdrop of clouds and mountains,
plants and birds — the reasons we all love
living here.

“Back here at home, everything is so
familiar that I don’t even notice it,” she
said. “My time in Ecuador has reminded
me to actually process what I see around

me and to be amazed by it, rather than
ignoring it.”

Aislinn-Anne learned from the trip to
Ecuador how to better appreciate her
home environment.

“Our mountains may not be as large as
the Andes, but they’re so much older,” she
said. “Every time I’ve seen a bird since
getting back, I’ve found myself reaching
for binoculars to see if I can identify it.
I’ve regained my wonder for the world
around me.”

It’s easy to become so accustomed to
“our” species in Southern Appalachia
that we might be tempted to take them for
granted. It’s hard for us to get as excited
about seeing a northern cardinal in our
backyard as we might be to spot a cock-
of-the-rock in a Neotropical rain forest.
But by the same token, there can be a
tendency to see our own local flora and
fauna as superior to that of other biogeo-
graphical areas.

“We often tend to become prideful
about ‘our’ biodiversity, meaning the spe-
cies we routinely (or occasionally) en-
counter in our own ecoregion. That’s only
natural,” Knowles said. But he points out
that whatever diminishes one ecological
system diminishes another, perhaps sev-
eral others. 

“Coming to see global biodiversity as a
collective heritage seems fundamental to
generating an enduring and effective
conservation ethic,” he said. “The biodi-
versity of the Neotropics belongs, in a
heritage sense, to people who live near, or
travel to, the Smokies, just as the Smok-
ies’ biodiversity belongs to the people of
Ecuador.”

Comparative Temperate–Tropical
Ecology and Biogeography will be offered
again in 2026 and is open to students
from any university. Highlands Biologi-
cal Station of Western Carolina Univer-
sity and Wildsumaco Biological Station
of Francis Marion University are commit-
ted to the study and protection of biodi-
versity as well as research and education
for students, faculty and citizens of the
United States, Ecuador and the global
community. To learn more or discuss op-
portunities to visit these stations, contact
Jim Costa at costa@wcu.edu and Travis
Knowles at tknowles@fmarion.edu .

Frances Figart is the creative services
director for the 29,000-member Smokies
Life, a partner supporting Great Smoky
Mountains National Park by providing
educational products and services such
as this column. For more information,
visit SmokiesLife.org.

Smokies
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The channel-billed toucan is the
Neotropical bird that provided the
entry point for Justin V. Bartolon to
get excited about birding.
PROVIDED BY MATHIAS APPEL/SMOKIES LIFE

Birds often travel together, such as
this flock of two golden tanagers, two
silver-beaked tanagers, a
chestnut-bellied seedeater, and a
black-throated mango hummingbird.
Aislinn-Anne Brown captured the
image by placing a phone camera over
the viewing lens of a spotting scope in
Ecuador. PROVIDED BY AISLINN-ANNE

BROWN/SMOKIES LIFE


