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SAN DIMAS ( A tiny owl no larger than a sparrow took the longest flight of its life recently and did it without ruffling a feather. 

A 5-inch Elf Owl was flown in the cockpit of a commercial jetliner from Ontario to its native state of Arizona after it was found in Whittier and nursed back to health at the San Dimas bird refuge Wild Wings. 

It remains a mystery as to how the owl got to Southern California, but experts say it was lucky it was rescued rather than becoming some animal's lunch. 

The bird, nicknamed "Cutie Pie," was flown in an America West cockpit on March 3 as part of a voluntary program by the airlines started by pilot Terry Stevens. 

Stevens spearheaded the program 12 years ago. He and about a dozen other pilots fly mostly bats, pelicans and hawks back to where they belong after they've been blown off their migratory courses by storms. They always ride in the cockpit in a cage, Stevens said. 

"Birds get easily stressed. Riding in a cockpit is less stressful on the little guys," he said. 

Stevens makes all the arrangements for all of the trips: checking flights, calling available pilots and seeing the birds get from the refuge center to the airport. 

"I pretty much spend all my time when I'm not flying doing rescues," he said. 

Cutie Pie -- whose sex was never determined by officials -- was rescued in September by a resident who saw the bird on the ground fending off a cat, Wild Wings founder Judy Everett said. 

No one had ever brought an Elf Owl to Everett's way station before, she said. The owl was very sick when she got it. 

"I had to nurse it back to health with a feeding tube," she said. 

Her friend, bird fancier Bruce Thoman, contacted the Pomona Audubon Society. 

"Audubon went berserk thinking we have Elf Owls in Whittier," Thoman said. 

Thoman said he told them there aren't, adding that Cutie Pie was just visiting. 

It took more than six months, but the owl, who Fox thinks was blown off course and Everett thinks was brought here by a human, was ready to go home. 

The bird returned to its normal feisty self before the America West flight, Everett said. 

"I'd go in to change his cage and he'd come to me with those talons. I thought, 'Wait a second, who do you think you are, a Great Horned Owl?' " she said, laughing. 

America West pilot Bob Carlton delivered the bird to Phoenix. 

Cutie Pie is now with Arizona bird expert Samantha Fox at her refuge, Wild at Heart, in Cave Creek, Ariz.

Elf Owls are rarely turned in to refuge centers, even in Arizona where they are common. That's because if they're injured, a cat or dog usually gets them, Fox said. 

The little owl only needs a few more feathers before it can be released, Fox said. This owl is very lucky, she said. 

"They're so small nobody ever finds them," she said. 

