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Cast 
 
Featuring avian stars Gigi & Morro (CA brown pelicans)   
  
Human stars  Monte Merrick & Laura Corsiglia 
    Dani & Bill Nicholson 
    Laurie Harvey 
    Captain Jacky Douglas  
  
Cameo appearance  Mark Bittner (“Wild Parrots” star) 
 
 
Crew 
 
Produced, Directed, 
Filmed, & Edited by Judy Irving 
 
Original Music by   Bruce Kaphan 
 
Phantom Camera DP Josh Morton 
 
Additional Camera ishan vernallis 
 
Sound Recordist  Mark Bittner 
 
Sound Editor &  
Re-Recording Mixer Samuel Lehmer 
 
Written & Narrated by Judy Irving 
 

 
Synopsis 
 
What’s it like to try to get to know a flying dinosaur? Sundance-and-
Emmy-Award-winning filmmaker Judy Irving (The Wild Parrots of 
Telegraph Hill) follows a wayward California brown pelican from her 
“arrest” on the Golden Gate Bridge into care at a wildlife rehabilitation 
facility, and from there explores pelicans’ nesting grounds, Pacific 
coast migration, and survival challenges. The film is about wildness: 
how close can we get to a wild animal without taming or harming it? 
Why do we need wildness in our lives, and how can we protect it? 
Pelican Dreams stars “Gigi” (named for Golden Gate) and “Morro” (a 
backyard pelican with an injured wing). 



Bios 
 
 
Judy Irving, Filmmaker 
 
Judy Irving, producer/director of Pelican Dreams, is a Sundance-and-
Emmy-Award-winning filmmaker whose previous feature credits 
include The Wild Parrots of Telegraph Hill, the story of a former street 
musician and his remarkable relationship with a flock of wild parrots, 
and Dark Circle, about the links between nuclear power and weapons. 
Wild Parrots was a “Top Ten Film of the Year” (National Film Critics’ 
Poll), and was the highest-rated program of the season on the national 
PBS series, Independent Lens. Judy received a Masters in Film from 
Stanford University and is a recipient of a Guggenheim Fellowship. Her 
documentaries are distributed internationally to theatres, television, 
and home video. For more info, see www.pelicanmedia.org/bio.html 
 
 
Bruce Kaphan, Composer 
 
Bruce Kaphan is a San Francisco Bay Area based musician/composer/ 
producer/engineer. He has toured internationally with both David 
Byrne and American Music Club, and as a member of American Music 
Club was signed to both Reprise Records and Virgin Records. As a solo 
artist Bruce has released albums on both Hearts Of Space Records as 
well as his own label, Wiggling Air Records. He has recorded with 
Sheryl Crow, R.E.M., Chris Isaak, John Lee Hooker, Thomas Dolby, 
Jewel, and many others, and has contributed music to a variety of 
films including Bob Dylan’s Masked & Anonymous and Terry Rietta’s 
Crank Calls. Bruce has contributed to Grammy, Emmy, Telly, and 
other award winning projects. For more, see www.brucekaphan.com 
 
 
Josh Morton, Phantom Camera Director of Photography 
 
Josh Morton has been shooting documentaries since 1970 (Breakfast, 
Mayday). His first client was the New Haven Chapter of the Black 
Panther Party. Recently he has photographed for Judy Irving (Pelican 
Dreams) and Josh Rofé (Lost for Life, Swift Current). He is in Santa Fe 
developing a documentary for the Wings Foundation, which develops 
Native American teenagers into world class runners. This fall, he will 
be teaching film production and lighting at Savannah College of Art 
and Design. 
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Director’s Statement 
 
I’ve loved pelicans since I was a kid – they look like flying dinosaurs, 
and there’s something about their combination of grace while soaring 
and awkwardness on land that I can relate to. I’d already shot a few 
rolls of pelican film in 1998 when The Wild Parrots of Telegraph Hill 
flew into my life and took it over for ten years, so in 2008, I was ready 
to try again, but I didn’t know how to begin. Then “Gigi” landed by 
mistake on the Golden Gate Bridge and gave me the beginning of a 
narrative arc for Pelican Dreams. 
 
My aim as a filmmaker is to try to engage viewers in a story that will 
change the way they see and relate to nature. My documentary style is 
narrative and experiential, as opposed to “talking heads and B-roll.” I 
avoid two nature-film styles: “tooth and claw” and “interventionist” 
(for example, a camera attached to a bird’s beak). I’m especially 
interested in the relationships between people and wild animals, and in 
wildness itself. The times I’m most centered and at peace are when 
I’m outside, watching and waiting, knowing I might not get the shot I 
want but open to the one that presents itself. 
 
Production Notes  
 
Pelican Dreams was six years in the making, launched in San Francisco 
with Gigi’s “arrest” on the Golden Gate Bridge, and eventually ranging 
along the Pacific coast as far south as Baja Mexico and as far north as 
the Columbia River, following the pelicans’ migratory route. Because 
I’d spent my entire career shooting film, I started Pelican Dreams on 
film too, shooting the breeding/nesting/chicks/fledging story on the 
Channel Islands on lovely 16mm. But when the last San Francisco film 
lab closed, I grudgingly moved to video: first standard definition, then 
HD, and finally the Phantom Gold camera, lent to the project by Vision 
Research so we could capture high-resolution, slow-motion pelican 
dives. Many other contributors, from the Cornell Laboratory of 
Ornithology to individuals with pocket video cameras, provided footage 
that helps illustrate the sometimes humorous, sometimes harrowing 
encounters pelicans have with people, especially when we go after the 
same fish. The finished film has six different formats; but to me, story-
telling is more important than technical issues. In addition to the two 
avian stars, Gigi and Morro, the film features people who know 
pelicans best: wildlife rehabilitators, fishermen, seabird biologists, and 
a lone surfer. As with most documentaries, the film created itself 
during production and editing, rather than being scripted beforehand.
 



Distributor’s Statement 
 
When Mike Getz, an exhibitor friend from Nevada City, CA, first told 
me about a film called “The Wild Parrots of Telegraph Hill” I admit to 
being…not so interested. As a small, independent distributor, I am 
besieged with well-meaning people with a film they’d like me to 
distribute. But Shadow has to both like a film and think it can work for 
us to take it on, and that cuts the number we do almost to zero…but 
fortunately, not quite! 
 
Once I saw the film, I was hooked—and convinced it could work with 
an audience. And—would that it were always so!—I was right! 
“Parrots” was to become Shadow’s biggest hit, grossing over $3 million 
in 2005, making it one of the top 25 grossing documentaries in U.S. 
theatrical history, and eclipsing our own successes with “Latcho 
Drom,” Oscar nominee “The Weather Underground,” and, later, 
“Heading South,” among our most successful films. 
 
“Parrots” was a huge word-of-mouth success, playing for ¾ of a year 
in Berkeley, CA and 28 weeks in San Jose, among other amazing runs, 
and returning three times for re-openings in New York City. We are 
looking forward to “Pelican Dreams” being a worthy successor nearly 
10 years later. www.shadowdistribution.com/ 
 
 
Pelican Facts 
 
There are 8 species of pelicans in the world, on every continent except 
Antarctica: white pelicans in fresh water (inland), brown pelicans in 
salt water (coastal). Graceful when soaring, awkward on land, they are 
tall birds with long bills and soft pouches for netting fish. Pelicans can 
weigh up to 30 pounds, with wingspans up to 9 feet. Although the 
stars of Pelican Dreams, CA brown pelicans, only weigh up to 10 
pounds, with wingspans up to 7 feet, they’re unique in that they’re the 
only species that can do the “high dive” – plunge-diving into the ocean 
from 50-60 feet up.  
 
Many people believe that this high dive hurts pelicans’ eyes when they 
hit the water, and that they eventually go blind after many years of 
diving. However, according to Cornell Ornithology Lab’s “All About 
Birds,” this is not true. Blindness occurs in brown pelicans mostly 
because of fish-hook/fishing-line injuries and other infections, not 
because of their famous high dive. 
 



Brown pelicans range along all three of our coasts: Atlantic, Gulf, and 
Pacific. After the spring breeding season, some migrate all the way up 
to Canada: to British Columbia on the Pacific coast and to Nova Scotia 
on the Atlantic coast, although most stay further south. One of the 
favorite summer destinations of the CA brown pelican is featured in 
Pelican Dreams: East Sand Island in the Columbia River, between 
Oregon and Washington, where over 10,000 pelicans often congregate 
on the beach. 
 
A famous limerick about pelicans, “A Wonderful Bird is the Pelican,” 
was written by Dixon Lanier Merritt in 1910 (although many people 
ascribe it to Ogden Nash):  
 
A wonderful bird is the pelican 
His bill will hold more than his belican 
He can take in his beak food enough for a week 
But I’m damned if I see how the helican! 
 
 
Q&A 
 
(Cinephile Ned Viall interviews producer/director Judy Irving) 
 
Ned: When the scene that opens Pelican Dreams took place—the 
pelican on the Golden Gate Bridge—were you already working on the 
movie? 
 
Judy: That incident provided the opening hook that I’d been waiting 
for for years. I’d shot a few rolls on pelicans before The Wild Parrots of 
Telegraph Hill took over my life. After Parrots, I decided it was time to 
start work on the movie I’d always wanted to make about pelicans. I 
didn’t want it to be a science documentary or a standard educational 
film. I wanted to take a story-telling approach—make it more personal 
or poetic. But I had no idea what that meant or how I would find my 
structure. That bird stopping traffic gave me my beginning. 
 
Ned: Much of the film deals with whether the injured birds will ever fly 
again. Things could have turned out much differently. 
 
Judy: When you launch into a documentary, you have no control over 
how the stories are going to play out. You just have to follow them and 
hope that the stories will unfold in a way that is satisfying 
cinematically. It does make you nervous as a filmmaker. 



Ned: Early in the film you say, “When I was a kid I used to have flying 
dreams. I know what this feels like.” Do you still have flying dreams? 
 
Judy: No. I don’t know whether it’s because I’m an adult, and you 
have those when you’re a child and are closer to some primal 
consciousness that includes us all or something. But I did have one 
flying dream during the production of the movie, and I think it 
happened because I’d been focused so much on trying to capture 
pelicans in flight that it went into my subconscious. When I had the 
dreams as a kid, I was soaring above the trees and above the houses. 
I don’t remember having to flap, which is like a pelican gliding and 
soaring without flapping. There was also something in the dreams 
about self-confidence. If I lost self-confidence, I lost altitude. If I 
maintained confidence I could soar forever. 
 
Ned: You have footage of young pelicans flying for the first time and 
you ask “what must it feel like?” Did you have to spend long hours to 
capture those moments? 
 
Judy: I staked out several nests where I knew that the birds had not 
flown yet. I just stood next to the camera and waited and watched. It 
was nerve-racking worrying that I’d miss the moment. I was still 
shooting 16mm film at the time. For slow-motion, I had a windup 
Bolex, which records just eight seconds of real time with each 
mechanical wind. I had to be very careful about when I started each 
shot. If I started too early the wind would die and I’d miss the fledge. I 
missed some, but I caught enough to edit with. Fortunately, I don’t 
have to deal with that anymore. 
 
Ned: Because you’re using video? 
 
Judy: Yeah. I’m shooting HD now. You can turn on the camera and 
just roll forever. 
 
Ned: The fog horns lend a mournful, haunting tone to some of the 
footage, as do the wind chimes at the Nicholsons’ home. And then 
there’s Bruce Kaphan’s score. There were times that it reminded me of 
the soundtrack that Ry Cooder did for Paris, Texas. How did you find 
Bruce? 
 
Judy: Bruce is a local composer and musician who lives in Niles 
Canyon, which is actually where the movies were born. He plays in 
various bands and also has a recording studio. He liked The Wild 
Parrots of Telegraph Hill and sent me a CD he’d made, Slider. One of 



the tracks was called “Arc of Flight.” I listened to it, and it worked. The 
title theme for Pelican Dreams is a slightly revised version of that 
track. He composed for the film as I was editing. It’s been a great 
collaboration. 
 
Ned: Does he play other instruments besides pedal steel? 
 
Judy: Yes. He plays all the instruments on the soundtrack: Nylon 
string guitar, Dobro, dulcimer, keyboards, lap steel, percussion. 
Everything. 
 
Ned: When you’re making the film are you consciously looking for 
sounds to underscore the movie? Or does it happen organically? 
 
Judy: I’m always trying to shape the mood of a scene by choosing 
sound effects, ambiences, music, and voices that I think will work. At 
Dani and Bill Nicholson’s yard they have those wind chimes, which are 
constantly making slightly melancholy sounds. This is the yard that 
Morro hangs out in — the pelican with the injured wing. So I tried to 
make their wind chimes a metaphorical sound indicator of that 
location. The film intercuts among a number of locations and comes 
back to Morro’s yard several times. It was nice to have that sound 
signature. It was the sound equivalent of a location title. As for the fog 
horns, I love foghorns—how mournful they sound. Or poignant. 
They’re not necessarily sad. One day years ago I was standing in the 
Marin headlands looking at some offshore rocks, watching for pelicans. 
The fog was thick and all of a sudden a pelican appeared from out of 
the fog. He soared silently toward me and then disappeared back into 
the fog. It was a very strong image that spoke of the mystery that 
these birds represent to me. So one task I set for myself right at the 
start was to film pelicans appearing out of and disappearing back into 
the fog. I managed to get some shots. But it was really difficult! I 
mean, which part of the white, foggy sky are you going to point the 
camera at?  
 
Ned: One of the humans, Monte, says that the pelicans like to make 
eye contact, that they seem as curious as dogs. Are they as intelligent 
as, say, parrots? 
 
Judy: They’re very intelligent. They’ve been around for 30 million 
years. They’re resilient and adaptable, although they’ve run into a lot 
of changes in the last one hundred years. Life has become a lot harder 
for pelicans in the 21st century. 
 



Ned: How was DDT a problem for pelicans back in the 1960s? 
 
Judy: When Montrose was dumping DDT into the ocean, the small fish 
ate it and then the pelicans ate the small fish, which made their egg 
shells so thin that they cracked when the pelicans tried to keep them 
warm. We almost lost our last colony of breeding California brown 
pelicans in the United States. After Montrose stopped dumping, the 
pelicans came back — more quickly than the bald eagles did. Brown 
pelicans were taken off the endangered species list in 2009, but since 
then they’ve run into a lot of new problems. They’ve had a lot of 
breeding difficulties during the five years I’ve been making this film. 
 
Ned: In California? Or in Mexico?  
 
Judy: Both. This was not a good breeding year. In many cases it’s 
because they were starving. Whether it was on account of something 
natural, climate change, or overfishing, it’s cause for concern. 
Hopefully they’ll get better monitoring from the Fish and Wildlife 
service from here on out. There hasn’t been any concerted effort to 
monitor them since they were taken off the endangered species list.  
 
Ned: You include the famous limerick, “A wonderful bird is the 
pelican…” Who wrote that? And who recites it? He sounds like a real 
Irishman. 
 
Judy: That was Myles Dungan, a radio broadcaster in Dublin. Mark 
and I met him at a screening of the Wild Parrot movie and we became 
friends. His voice shows up one more time in the film, but where is a 
secret! People always think the limerick was written by Ogden Nash, 
but it was actually written by Dixon Lanier Merritt more than 100 years 
ago. 
 
Ned: While the film does deal with the problems that pelicans face, it 
isn’t a doom-and-gloom-type documentary. It seems optimistic about 
the future of the pelican. Are you optimistic? 
 
Judy: Yes. They’ve been around a lot longer than we have. They’ll 
survive us, I think. And yes, the film is upbeat. It’s really my valentine 
to pelicans. 
 
 
 
 
  




