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Macaw Mountain
Photography and Story by Steve Hartman 

LOCAL LEGEND HAS IT that Macaw Mountain, or 
Mo’ Witz as the Mayans would say, was named by the 
Mayans more than 1500 years ago. Th roughout the 1000 

year reign of the Mayan Empire it was evident in daily life that 
the Mayans revered the splendor and beauty of the macaw and 
its habits.

Humans and macaws have always enjoyed a relationship on 
some level but the Mayans took this relationship to a spiritual 
level. Th e ruling elite and the religious community integrated 
the scarlet macaw into their lives and culture in so many ways 
that it is diffi  cult to separate myth from reality. 

Th e Mayans explain their creators’ eternal existence through 
the marriage of the snake and bird in the feathered serpent. Th e 
serpent, with a head on each end, and endowed with the birds’ 
ability to fl y to and from the heavens, had no beginning and no 
end. Th e Macaw Mountain project is a logical extension of the 

relationship the Mayans had with this land, their most respected 
creatures and themselves. Macaws are the most common birds 
represented in Mayan art and architecture. 

Th e macaws and most of the Mayans have moved on from 
Macaw Mountain. Today a new affi  liation between the majestic 
ara macao and a few concerned individuals has developed a new 
passionate relationship reigniting the majestic scarlet macaw 
with Macaw Mountain and the people of central America.

Th is story begins in the 1980’s when Lloyd Davidson adopted 
two scarlet macaws left  in the lurch when a bank repossessed 
a resort on Roatan Island. Mandy Wagner, a friend, and also 
a bird lover and resident of Roatan Island, developed an inter-
est in these birds and began helping with their care. Many local 
Hondurans have parrots as pets and a few close encounters 
with other parrots and toucans impassioned her to begin look-
ing aft er the unwanted and neglected parrots of Roatan Island. 

Birds’ eye view of the Macaw Mountain area.

The tomb of ruler Yax K’uk Mo’ bears a spectacular stucco relief of a quetzal and a scarlet macaw with interlocking necks
Drawing by Michele Brawn
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Gradually Mandy added some 
amazons to the collection and 
gained the reputation as “bird 
lady," and the fl ow of birds 
began in earnest.

When Mandy had to unex-
pectedly leave the Island in 
1994 Lloyd became the pri-
mary caretaker of the growing 
collection that now numbered 
about 35 parrots. By making 
his hobby open to the pub-
lic he soon found that he was, 
quite by accident, educating 
the locals and other visitors 
about the husbandry needs of 
these personable birds. As the 
collection grew a small park 
developed and was eventually 
opened to the public.

Th e park was open about 
four months when Hurri-
cane Mitch visited the island 
in 1998 and changed the des-
tiny of the parks residence. 
Th e small park was destroyed; 
however all the birds were safe. 
Just prior to the storm Lloyd 
had moved the now, 80+ 

parrots to his "Flying Fish" 
warehouse and all were saved. 
In the process of redesigning 
and rebuilding the park Lloyd 
found that his vision and 
standards were changing and 
that the area no longer could 
provide the environment he 
desired for his fl ock.

Th e character of the island 
was changing; a once peace-
ful out of the way place had 
become a mecca for every type 

of tourist and recreation asso-
ciated with coral reefs and 
beautiful beaches. Not just 
from fear of another hurri-
cane but from a desire to pro-
vide the fi nest habitat his com-
panions deserved Lloyd began 
searching for a more suitable 
environment. 

In his spare time Lloyd 
began the long process of fi nd-
ing the perfect location. Aft er 
settling on the general location 

of Copan, and learning of the 
legend of Macaw Mountain, 
the search began in earnest. 
Aft er months of searching and 
while driving along a 7 mile 
long river valley that began, 
or ended, on the outskirts of 
Copan, Lloyd jokingly said 
to Pat, his business partner 
who was driving, ‘Why don’t 
you pull off  into that parking 
lot so we can take a break’? 
Th e ‘parking lot’ was nothing 
more than a grassy clearing on 
the side of the road. As they 
got out of the car and looked 
around they began to get a 
feeling that this really could 
be a parking lot. A few min-
utes later they discovered that 
they had happened upon a rare 
fi nd, a section of uncut old 
growth primary forest. A few 
feet from the road they saw a 
deep secluded valley, a vocif-
erous mountain river, natural 
springs, a forest of trees hun-
dreds of feet tall and more 
plants and birds than they 

Pair of Scarlet Macaws hanging out in paradise.
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could have imagined.
For the next few months 

Lloyd visited the area every 
few days. Eventually he had 
walked every inch of the val-
ley and over time developed a 
magical vision of the ultimate 
parrot community. Utilizing 
the natural terrain and with 
the least possible impact on 
the lush tropical garden that 
had been growing for thou-
sands of years, the park took 
shape. Huge walk in cages 
where the birds could fl y and 
visitors can walk though were 
the foundation of the design. 
Around the cages a park devel-
oped. Th e park was to include 
several hill side deck-perches 
for visitors to enjoy the gran-
deur of the tropics and a res-
taurant that was actually a 
bridge over the river. Th e 
vision also included a large vis-
itor center, a café with a large 
deck perched over the hillside, 
a swimming area, and numer-
ous walkways paved with 

interlocking bricks and wood 
decking. In the center of it all 
is a large handling area where 
visitors can get up close and 
personal with macaws, tou-
cans and many other types of 
parrots. 

Th e handling area would 
off er an excellent opportu-
nity for those not familiar 
with parrots to see and get to 
know them. At any one time 
a visitor will see and handle 
twenty or more friendly par-
rots and toucans free to fl y 
and roam as they would like. 
Th e area is monitored by sev-
eral well trained staff  that 
educate visitors on most any 
aspect of the birds in the wild 
and captivity.

Th e next step was to fi nd the 
owner of the land and strike a 
deal. Not always an easy thing 
to do in Honduras. Th e land 
owner was an older gentleman 
who had vast land holdings 
and was well known for hav-
ing no motivation to sell any 

Visitors can enter most of the large fl ights and get up close to many 
parrots.
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of his land. Lloyd arranged a 
meeting with the owner at the 
property, and aft er explaining 
his well developed vision for a 
park, how the project would 
preserve the natural environ-
ment, and what it might do 
for the people of Honduras 
the gentleman quoted a very 
reasonable price, extended his 
hand, and the deal was sealed 
with a simple handshake.

Building a park in the mid-
dle of a Central American jun-
gle is no easy task. Lloyd had 
spent his life as a biologist and 
owner of a commercial fi sh-
ing business. His fl eet of boats 
supplied the United States 
with fresh red snapper found 
in restaurants along the east 
coast. Th is background did 

not supply him with knowl-
edge of parrots, education, 
park management or construc-
tion. He does however know 
how to operate complicated 
enterprises and his passion for 
improving the lives of parrots 
pushed him to conceive a very 
impressive habitat for his fl ock 
and a method for making it 
happen.

For construction advice 
Lloyd turned to his long time 
friend and business partner 
Pat Merritt. Pat grew up in 
Alaska, moved to Wyoming 
as a young adult and settled 
in as a cattle rancher for 20 
years, and eventually found 
his way into the shipping and 
fi shing industry as a boat cap-
tain servicing the Caribbean 

Above: Miriam Chinchilla, a guide, helps visitors handle fully fl ighted 
parrots native to Honduras. At right: Ornamental macaw head, a common 
sight and theme in Mayan architecture.
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between Honduras and the 
United States. Each of these 
areas required a great deal of 
‘jack of all trades’ engineer-
ing and construction savvy. As 
it turned out this partnership 
provided the combination of 
most the skills necessary to 
make this dream come true.

During the parks construc-
tion word spread quickly and 
the idea was well accepted by 
the locals and the government. 
Before the parks completion in 
2003 additional birds began to 
show up. Th ere were even cases 
where concerned citizens pur-
chased birds from neighbors 
so they could be given a more 
comfortable life. At the time 
of this article the park houses 
over 130 birds of at least 20 

species. Th e parks success has 
already prompted plans for 
expansion to handle addi-
tional rescues and a breeding 
facility for some of the rarer 
species like the buff ons macaw 
and the yellow lord amazon.

During the construction 
process Lloyd had the fortune 
to meet Dr. Jennifer Ahlfeldt 
who has a Ph.D. is in art his-
tory from Columbia Univer-
sity. She is there working on a 
project, through Harvard Uni-
versity, to reassemble sculp-
tures that have deteriorated 
and fallen from the facade of 
several temples in Copan. 

Dr. Ahlfeldt is an expert on 
the Mayans culture and reli-
gion and developed an inter-
est in the educational aspects 

Above: Steve training Lloyd and park manager Juan Co Choco to give 
babies periodic physicals. All babies are parent raised and fl edged at the 
park. At left: Every enclosure is larger than necessary so the occupants can 
fl y or just hang out.
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of the park. She has developed 
a great deal of information on 
the relationship the Mayans 
had with the scarlet macaw 
and other birds, and has put 
together a collection of Mayan 
art that is to be displayed at the 
park. Th e collection consists of 
6 large pictorial reproductions 
and some carved stone repro-
ductions of the glyphs depict-
ing the macaws in Mayan life. 
A fi ft y foot long outdoor art 
pavilion circles around the 
handling arena. Along with 
the incredible Mayan art is 
very informative text explain-
ing the relationship not only 
to outside visitors but to 
the local population as well.
Even though the primary mis-
sion is education to make life 
better for captive parrots there 
are no warnings or admonish-
ments about what not to do as a 
parrot owner. Th e park educates 

by setting a good example. As 
the saying goes ‘a picture is 
worth a thousand words’ and 
Macaw Mountain paints an 
incredible image of macaws 
and other parrots thriving in 

a natural habitat. Th is picture 
wakens pet bird owner’s sense 
of responsibility and provides 
awareness of just what is neces-
sary to truly meet the needs of 
these intelligent creatures.

Th e Honduran Depart-
ment of Natural Resources 
has recognized the parks rep-
utation and impact on the 
area and has ask for assis-
tance in managing a popula-
tion of semi-tame free rang-
ing scarlet macaws. Th is fl ock 
of 20 or more scarlet macaws 
spends most of their time near 
the entrance to the Copan 
Ruins park where they enjoy 
free meals and gladly pose for 
photographs.

If you fi nd yourself in the 
area and have an interest in 
parrots, butterfl ies, lush tropi-
cal jungles, the sound of moun-
tain spring water cascading 
through a mountain valley, or 
just want to spend a little time 
in paradise, you will not want 
to miss Macaw Mountain.

For more information visit 
www.macawmountain.com

The large bridge over the river doubles as the outside eating area of the 
restaurant.
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