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BIRDING TOGETHER

I
n Part I of “The Cause of Birding” (April 

2019 issue, p. 8), I asked you to consider 

why you support the ABA financially. Is 

it to benefit yourself or is it to benefit oth-

ers, human and/or avian? Maybe it’s both, 

providing you things you want and making 

them available to others.

Putting it another way, if the ABA were a res-

taurant, are you treating yourself to a favorite 

dish, are you picking up the tab for your table, or 

are you there mostly to support the restaurant’s 

“end hunger” drive? I suspect that your support 

of the ABA involves elements of all three.

In this essay, I’d like to consider birding it-

self. Does birding, for you, rise to the level of 

a cause? Is it a principle or movement worthy 

not only of being defended, but also of being 

defended passionately?

In my experience, nearly all birders instant-

ly and deeply recognize that birds and their 

conservation are causes. Though we dier 

somewhat on methods and priorities, we will 

go to the mat for a favorite wild place or spe-

cies, even for individual birds—passionately 

so, even militantly.

frastructure and tra�c laws. I could volunteer 

for a nonpro�t group that refurbishes used 

bikes and teaches others to cycle in order to 

encourage human-powered transportation. I 

could even study exercise physiology or engi-

neering, and perhaps discover a new way for 

more people to bike, or to bike better.

But you know what? I don’t need to do 

any of that stu to feel good about biking. Just 

getting out there is enough—being outside, 

gliding along, seeing my surroundings on an 

intimate scale, enjoying the bene�ts of physical 

exercise and decreased stress.

Here’s the funny thing. Other people also 

think it’s good that I go biking, and not just 

the biking friends I’ve made. Even folks who 

haven’t been on a bike in a long time think me 

biking and them potentially biking are good 

things. They talk about how my biking is 

something they’d like to emulate, how admi-

rable it is. And with few exceptions or limits, 

everyone seems to believe that a world with 

more people biking—and biking more often—

is a better world. That’s a very powerful belief.

Maybe biking doesn’t resonate with you, so 

let’s take another example: reading. There are 

many ways to read and to engage with reading. 

You can join a book club, volunteer at a library 

or with a literacy program, read to your chil-

dren or other people’s children, and contribute 

money to an author or book project. Or, you can 

read all by yourself, just for pleasure. Some of 

those things are wonderfully altruistic and much 

to be encouraged, but it’s all good, even if you 

just read for yourself. Few would challenge the 

basic premise that the world would be better 

with more people reading, reading more often, 

and with greater enjoyment however they do it.

Now, substitute birding for biking or read-

ing. Is a world with more people birding and 

birding more often a better world? Is your 

answer an unambiguous, resounding YES? 

The Cause of Birding, Part II
Rethinking why we support birding and the ABA

Set aside birds and habitat for a moment, 

though, and try this thought experiment. 

What do you feel and believe about the prac-

tice of birding and the community of birders? 

Is birding—just birding—a cause for you?

Does birding need justi�cation or is it a vir-

tuous pursuit in and of itself ? A lot of birders 

and a lot of not-yet-birders seem to think that 

it does need something more. I’ve heard lots of 

people, many of them birders, say that a par-

ticular behavior—playing a recording to coax a 

hard-to-detect bird into vocalizing and coming 

in to view is a common example—is acceptable 

if it’s done for science, but wrong if it’s done 

for the simple joy of hearing or seeing the bird.

I’d like to respectfully—but militantly, if I may 

use that adverb—take exception to this common 

sentiment. I think sometimes pure joy is reason 

enough to minimally and thoughtfully inter-

act with and impact a bird. Conversely, I don’t 

think we can automatically justify anything and 

everything one might do to wild birds that can 

be said to be science-related.

I’m not arguing for unchecked hedonism. 

Neither am I against science. But there’s a 

distinctly and surprisingly puritanical tone to 

much of what is said about birding, even by 

birders. I sometimes get the impression that 

birding is deemed okay if it is undertaken 

with some ostensibly higher purpose—but not 

good, and perhaps even bad, if done for the 

sake of doing it.

The view that recreational birding is in 

need of redemption is intrinsically wrong, as I 

see it. This view also harms the closely related 

cause of bird conservation.

To illustrate what I mean, let me turn to one 

of my other favorite activities: biking. Is biking 

a cause?

I could do many good works through bik-

ing. I could ride in a fundraising event for 

charity. I could advocate for bike-friendly in-

cause (noun) 
\ 
N�] \

(1)   a principle or movement
         militantly defended or supported
         - the insurgents’ cause

(2)   a charitable undertaking
         - for a good cause

http://twitter.com/jeffgyr
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If so, great! I invite you to become even more 

involved with our ABA mission to inspire all 

people to enjoy and protect wild birds.

Did you come up with a more quali�ed yes? 

Yes, but only if some issue about birds and 

birding is addressed? Yes, but only if it leads to 

an outcome beyond “mere” recreational bird-

ing? Did you answer maybe or even no? If you 

came up short of yes, I invite you to consider 

why—and think about the overall impact that 

ambivalence has for you, your community, and 

birds. How would that picture change if you 

could start from the big YES, before moving 

on to how we might solve the issues that come 

with growth?

Here’s the thing. I know, from decades of 

personal experience, that birders are good 

people. Birders hold values I wish more peo-

ple did, know things I wish more people knew, 

and have experiences I wish more people had. 

Birders behave in virtuous ways toward birds, 

conservation, and each other—ways that I’d 

like to see become commonplace in the wider 

community. Here are a few of my own obser-

vations about most birders in our community:

1 • Birders are honest. If I have to trust some-

one I don’t know, I’ll pick a birder over almost 

anyone else. What a birder tells you may be in-

correct, but it’s almost always honest.

2 • Birders know how to share and cooperate. 

You don’t have to do something as di�cult as 

working together for a view of a LeConte’s Spar-

row or a Yellow Rail to understand how much 

birding is built on sharing and cooperation. 

From birding’s earliest days to the eBird era to 

whatever comes next, birders have and will al-

ways place extraordinary value on sharing.

3 • Birders understand and put credence in 

science. Sure, most of us can’t calculate the 

statistical signi�cance of variables in a given 

dataset or explain how tides work or rattle o� 

the atomic weight of cesium. But a surprising 

number of us can. Birders are light years be-

yond most people in their science literacy.

4 • Birders know how to evaluate evidence. 

They have an unusually well-balanced skepti-

cism about their own perceptions and those 

of others, and yet remain open to the extraor-

dinary, even miraculous. Birding teaches us 

to double check what we see and hear, and to 

look for additional evidence when making an 

unusual claim. It also teaches us to be open to 

something really, really rare happening right in 

front of our noses. Likewise with reports from 

others. Birding underscores the idea that hoof-

beats should make you think horses, not zebras, 

but that every once in a while zebras do turn up.

5 • Birders get outside. They value open spaces, 

and know a great deal about natural processes 

and geography. They have a sense of spirit 

of place; they understand the importance of 

breathing fresh air and feeling sunshine on their 

skin. In the process, even if it’s through “learn-

ing by osmosis,” they become more expert at ev-

erything from butter�ies to meteorology—and 

they often share that expertise with others.

The best thing is this: We birders do those 

�ve things (and others like them) regard-

less of whether or not we go “birding with a 

purpose.” Isn’t that good? Perhaps those �ve 

things aren’t done consciously for a purpose, 

but doing them advances our quality of life 

and promotes the greater good. And if that’s 

not a great justi�cation for going birding—and 

for supporting the cause of birding—I can’t 

imagine what else would be.

Good birding!

—Je�rey A. Gordon

President, American Birding Association

Lauryn Benedict, Nadje Najar, and TJ Hathcock (rear

to front) are looking at a Canyon Wren. Are they “just” 

birding? Or are they birding with a purpose? Does it mat-

ter? This essay explores that problematic distinction.

Photo by © Rob Trubia–University of Northern Colorado.

On the Cover:
Suleka Deevi (left), a guide at West Virgin-

ia's New River Birding and Nature Festival, 

pauses with Jessica Melfi, Assistant Editor 

of Bird Watcher's Digest, and daughter 

Francesca (right) to enjoy a resounding 

spring chorus of Hooded Warblers, Scarlet 

Tanagers, Baltimore Orioles, and many 

others. Francesca, or "Frankie," was just 

a few days shy of her first birthday when 

this picture was taken, right in the middle 

of the ABA's 50th anniversary year. She 

will grow up with birding, digital technol-

ogy, and women in leadership roles as part 

of her heritage. Let's do our part to give 

her a strong and e�ective ABA and birding 

community. In doing so, we will secure 

many more spring mornings ringing with 

birdsong that she can share with those who 

follow her. Photo by © Je�rey A. Gordon.



F
irst o�, don’t worry! This popular column, formerly known as “Milestones,” will absolutely, positively continue to in-

clude good old-fashioned numerical milestones: your ABA #700, state #400, local patch #250, etc. Quickly peruse the 

entries below, and you’ll see milestones aplenty.

In a happy development for this column, we’ve noticed of late that ABA members have been reporting their milestones 

with more celebratory gusto than was the case just a few years ago. That’s a big part of the reason for the name change. 

Another reason is our shared conviction that birders celebrate for reasons other than listing milestones. Did you discover a 

“mega” for your state or province? Did you go birding on your 21st birthday, or your 90th? Did you participate in a notable 

Big Day or bird-a-thon? Please share your birding “Celebrations” with the entire rest of the ABA membership.

Our guidelines for submission are exactly as they were in the past: Always include the location and date of your celebra-

tion; write in the third person; and resist the temptation to wax prolix. Photos and even audio have tremendously enhanced 

this column in recent years, and we welcome your digital images 

and recordings. Please continue to submit your entries to Associ-

ate Editor Ioana Seritan (iseritan@aba.org).

—Ioana Seritan, Associate Editor

Ted Floyd, Editor

compiled by

IOANA SERITAN
Berkeley, California

iseritan@aba.org

Something New, Something Old

CELEBRATIONS | ABA Members’ Milestones and Other Birding Joys
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After birding in eight South American 

countries, Dennis Arendt of Eugene, 

Oregon, was almost at 2,000 South American 

species. A trip to Colombia with friends this 

past February brought him to his goal. On Fri., 

Feb. 22, 2019, the group made their way to the 

Montezuma Eco-Lodge in Tatamá National 

Park. Two gorgeous Golden-fronted Redstarts 

and a Chestnut-bellied Flowerpiercer got Den-

nis to #1,998, then the endemic Gold-ringed 

Tanager made #1,999. The group heard, but 

could not see, three birds, including a Pur-

plish-mantled Tanager.  Dennis wanted this 

tanager as his 2,000th bird. Instead, he spotted 

a Greenish Pu�eg at a hummingbird feeder. 

Almost immediately after sighting the pu�eg, 

a glorious Purplish-mantled Tanager perched 

on a branch only a few feet away for #2,001. 

Dennis says, “I wanted my 

2,000th bird to be one of the 

spectacular tanagers, but the 

diminutive green hummer 

was very satisfying nonethe-

less.” He �nished the Colom-

bian tour with 2,045 South 

American species.

On Mon., Mar. 4, 2019, 

Kathleen Cameron of 

Bellevue, Idaho, saw her 2,000th world spe-

cies: the rare and threatened Trinidad Piping-

Guan. For over a decade, Kathleen ran Majes-

tic Feathers Birding Tours. On Jan. 1, 2019, 

she retired and is now free to look for birds for 

herself. For her �rst solo adventure, she vis-

ited Trinidad and Tobago, a location she had 

not been to before. While birding along the 

Blanchisseuse Road with some of her birding 

friends, she spotted this wonderful bird and 

shared it with the rest of the group. Right after 

the spotting, her longtime birding pal Nor-

bert Fratt congratulated her on her superb 

achievement. Kathleen went on to get many 

TOP: Dennis Arendt didn’t intend to have this Greenish 

Pu�eg as his 2,000th South American species, but it 

made a charming milestone. Photo by © Dennis Arendt.

BOTTOM: Although this Purplish-mantled Tanager eluded 

Dennis Arendt for #2,000, it soon became #2,001.

Photo by © Kit Larsen.

mailto:iseritan@aba.org
mailto:iseritan@aba.org


  J U N E  2 0 1 9  |  A B A . O R G / M A G A Z I N E 11

more lifers and is looking forward to seeing 

more birds on future trips.

On their annual winter  trip to South 

Texas, Joan Campbell and husband 

Rich of Marinette, Wisconsin, decided to do 

some traveling so Joan could reach her 700th 

ABA Continental species. They went rst to 

Florida’s St. Marks National Wildlife Refuge 

for the American Flamingo (#698).  Then, 

the pair moved on to Little Talbot Island 

State Park to see  the Smooth-billed Ani 

(#699). Next, they drove to Buckeye, Arizo-

na, where a Ruddy Ground-Dove had been 

seen since the Christmas Bird Count.  On 

Sat., Jan. 26, 2019, Joan saw both a male and 

a female ground-dove for #700. She nished 

the trip in Texas with 702 ABA Continental 

birds. Joan explains that it took her a while to 

reach 700 because she started birding in the 

mid-1960s, and at that time her family would 

tease her about it. She says, “Thank good-

ness, times have changed and now, to me, it 

goes along with conservation.”

Mya-Rose Craig, who blogs under the 

name of Birdgirl, is from Bristol, Eng-

land. Sixteen-year-old Mya-Rose became the 

youngest person to see 5,000 world birds on 

Tues., Feb. 18, 2019. Her 5,000th bird was a 

Rock Bunting at Castillo de Loarre, Aragon, 

Spain. Mya-Rose was taken on her rst twitch 

to see a Lesser Kestrel on the Isles of Scilly 

RIGHT: Kathleen Cameron is enjoying her hard-earned 

retirement from leading bird tours…by going birding! This 

Trinidad Piping-Guan became her 2,000th world bird on a 

recent trip to Trinidad and Tobago. Photo by © Norbert Fratt.

LEFT: Longtime friend Norbert Fratt congratulates Kathleen 

Cameron on 2,000 world birds. Photo courtesy of Norbert Fratt.

LEFT: Joan Campbell began birding in the 

1960s. Joan says she took this photo of her 

“birding class at the Morton Arboretum, 

Lisle, Illinois, back in 1967 or 1968. The 

clothes have changed a bit and so have

the binos. The leader was Lloyd Swink.” 

Photo courtesy of Joan Campbell.

RIGHT: Joan Campbell’s 700th ABA Conti-

nental bird, the Ruddy Ground-Dove, came 

towards the end of her annual trip with her 

husband. Photo by © Brian Johnson.
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when she was only nine days old, and she 

has been birding all her life. She has been 

world birding since she was four years old, 

when she visited South Africa for a month. 

Mya-Rose says, “It was absolutely incred-

ible seeing my 5,000th world bird species, 

especially such a stunning bird as a Rock 

Bunting.” Mya-Rose also hopes to see every 

hummingbird species in the world. She is 

halfway there now, having seen 174 species.

On Tues., Feb. 19, 2019, 13-year-old 

Sierra Downes of Yakima, Washing-

ton, hit the milestone of 600 ABA Area birds 

when she saw a Fulvous Whistling-Duck 

at Goose Island State Park near Rockport, 

Texas. This milestone is also #600 ABA 

Continental for her, as she hasn’t yet birded 

out of the Lower 48 states and Canada. Sier-

ra couldn’t get a photo of the ducks given 

the distance, but did manage a nice 

photo of Piping Plover (#599) a 

couple of hours earlier near Cor-

pus Christi, Texas.

BELOW: U. K. birder Mya-Rose Craig has seen 

5,000 world birds at the impressive age of 16. 

Mya-Rose started world birding with her parents 

when she was four years old. Photo courtesy of 

Mya-Rose Craig. INSET: Mya-Rose Craig’s milestone 

5,000th species was a Rock Bunting at Castillo de 

Loarre in Spain. Photo by © Mya-Rose Craig.

On a tour of Cambodia and Laos, Lenny 

Fenimore of Fort Walton Beach, Flor-

ida, saw a Milky Stork on Mon., Feb. 11, 

2019, in Cambodia for his 6,000th world 

bird. Other highlights were Chestnut-headed 

Partridge, Greater Adjutant (he now has seen 

both adjutants), Giant Ibis, and Bengal Flo-

rican. He ended his tour with 6,020 species 

on his world list. Lenny has now visited 42 

countries on his birding adventures.

Andrew Guttenberg of Bozeman, Mon-

tana, and Josh Covill of Kalispell, 

Montana, have been birding 

buddies since they met 

at the 2008 ABA Young 

Birders’ Conference in

Minot, North Dakota. 

This winter, along with 

their wives Ana and 

Stephanie, and friend 

Tom Forwood, they 

traveled to Costa Rica to 

get their �rst experience 
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of birding the tropics together. On Thurs., Feb. 28, 

2019, Andrew and Josh both reached their 1,000th 

world species, on the same eBird checklist from La 

Selva Biological Station. Josh reached the milestone 

rst, with an immature Tiny Hawk along the en-

trance road. Andrew joined shortly after with a stun-

ning Chestnut-colored Woodpecker near the main 

gate. A bookkeeping error was eventually discovered 

in the eld notes, which revealed that Andrew’s actu-

al 1,000th bird had been a �yover Great Black Hawk 

a few minutes later.  A little extra celebration never 

hurt anyone, and it was a memorable and special mo-

ment for a pair of longtime northerners.

Christian Hagenlocher  of Buena 

Vista, Colorado, and  Michael 

McCloy  of College Station, Texas, 

both observed their 2,000th life bird 

while on a recent trip to South Africa 

together from Dec. 2018 to Jan. 2019. 

For Michael, #2,000 was a Common 

Scimitarbill observed at the Polok-

wane Game Reserve camping area on 

Sat., Dec. 29, 2018. For Christian, 

#2,000 came the next day on Sun., 

Dec. 30, 2018, with an Eastern Par-

adise-Whydah on a roadside wire in 

Limpopo Province. They celebrated 

their shared milestone by spending an 

evening with Pennant-winged Night-

jars in Kruger National Park, and then 

a well-deserved dip in the pool the fol-

lowing morning.

Kathy Hendrickson of Bainbridge 

Island, Washington, found her 

This Piping Plover was #599 on Sierra 

Downes’ ABA Area list, followed soon after-

wards by #600—a Fulvous Whistling-Duck. 

Photo by © Sierra Downes. 

Andrew Guttenberg thought this Chestnut-colored Woodpecker was his 1,000th world 

species. The milestone actually turned out to be his next sighting: a Great Black Hawk. 

Photo by © Josh Covill.

LEFT: Michael McCloy and Christian Hagenlocher celebrated their 2,000th life birds with a quick dip. 

Photo courtesy of Michael McCloy. RIGHT: Christian Hagenlocher’s 2,000th world bird during his trip 

to South Africa was this Eastern Paradise-Whydah. Photo by © Christian Hagenlocher.
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1,000th lifer, a Blue-gray Tanager near Aguas 

Calientes, Peru, on Wed., Feb. 20, 2019. The 

visit to Aguas Calientes was part of a bucket 

list Peruvian trip that started in Lima, con-

tinued to Cusco (capital of the Inca Empire), 

and then to the Peruvian Amazon River. On 

her return, Kathy spent part of two days in 

Machu Picchu—the highlight of the trip. Af-

ter the 11-day trip, she returned to her winter 

home in Tucson, Arizona, to await the spring 

migration.

Jay  V.  Huner  of Boyce, Louisiana, became 

the second person to record 100 or more 

species in each of Louisiana’s 64 parishes (or 

counties) on Sun., Mar. 3, 2019, when he re-

corded a Wild Turkey on Ard Road in St. Hel-

ena Parish. Jay had earlier ticked 100 birds in 

nearby Washington Parish in the company of 

avid Louisiana birders Willie Matthews and 

David Booth. Jay followed Rosemary Seidler 

to achieve this goal. He started keeping lists in 

2004. Jay had gotten about 45 parishes to 100 

or more parish birds around 18 months ago. 

Then he decided it was time, at 70½, that he 

best �nish the e�ort. The major problem was 

being two to four hours away, one way, from 

some of the remaining parishes. Jay �nally had 

to make overnight trips based on what birds 

might be present to reach his goal. Assistance 

from a number of active birders helped a lot. 

Last year, young birder Curtis Mahon of 

Deer Park, Washington, attended the 

ABA’s Camp Avocet and reached two im-

portant milestones. On Sun., Jul. 29, 2018, 

he saw his 300th ABA Area bird when the 

group found a Clapper Rail near Frederica, 

Delaware. On the second-to-last day of the 

camp, Thurs., Aug. 2, 2018, after dipping on 

three other possible life birds, Curtis �nally 

saw an Acadian Flycatcher along the road to 

Prime Hook National Wildlife Refuge. Upon 

photographing the bird, he realized that the 

¡ycatcher was his 400th world bird! Curtis 

�nished the camp having seen 41 new species 

and having made many new friends. 

Mariano Mazal and wife Gabriella Ke-

cskes of Bear, Delaware, had relatively 

low expectations for an exciting birding expe-

rience on a family trip to Israel. However, they 

were pleasantly surprised at the abundance of 

birds both resident and migrating. In fact, in 

just two days of birding they were able to see 

54 lifers. On their visit to Eilat’s Northern Salt 

Ponds on Wed., Mar. 6, 2019, the couple were 

able to record a very rare black Greater Flamin-

go (known by the locals as “Freddie”), helping 

them reach their 500th world bird milestone.

Jay V. Huner has recorded 100 or more

species in each of Louisiana’s 64 parishes. 

His final parish, St. Helena, was com-

pleted when he saw this Wild Turkey.

Photo by © William Matthews.

Mariano Mazal and Gabriella 

Kecskes had great luck with 

some incidental birding in 

Israel during a family trip—in-

cluding a sighting of this very 

rare black Greater Flamingo. 

Photo by © Mariano Mazal. 
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After young birder Curtis Mahon attend-

ed last year’s Camp Avocet, he gained 

many new friends—and 41 new species. 

This Acadian Flycatcher was his 400th 

world bird. Photo by © Curtis Mahon.

Continued on page 16
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Michael Woodru� was thankful to spot this 

Tundra Bean-Goose for his 700th ABA 

Continental bird before the fog closed in. 

Photo by © Michael Woodru�.

Phyllis Thompson’s 1,000th world bird was 

this Tody Motmot, which the guide, Danilo 

Rodríguez, made sure everyone got to see. 

Photo by © Danilo Rodriguez. 

Lonnie Somer of Seattle, Washington, saw 

his 1,000th bird species, the Timberline 

Wren, on Sun., Mar. 24, 2019. He spotted the 

wren on the summit of Cerro de la Muerte in 

Costa Rica, more than 11,000 feet above sea 

level. There was still frost on the ground, but 

it was a beautiful, sunny morning. Lonnie and 

his wife Wendy Smith watched as kettles of 

hundreds of Swainson’s Hawks began to spi-

ral up with the rising air, looking like a slow-

motion bird tornado.  The hawks eventually 

reached a northerly �owing air current, which 

rapidly took them out of sight. A few Broad-

winged Hawks and lower-�ying Swallow-

tailed Kites also joined the migration. Lonnie 

describes the sight as one of the 

most spectacular he and Wendy 

had ever seen. While a Timber-

line Wren pair darted from bush to 

bush and eluded Lonnie’s camera, 

he was able to snap a few photos of 

the migration.

Having reached 600 birds in 

the Lower 48 states about 

40 years ago (yes, before the internet and 

eBird, when rare bird alerts were by telephone 

chains), Phyllis Thompson of Houston, Texas, 

was just enjoying birds. She was adding an oc-

casional lifer in the �eld, gaining some by taxo-

nomic splits and losing others by lumping, and 

still not visiting either Alaska or Hawaii. Then, 

in the past �ve years, she embarked on numer-

ous trips: Arizona, Santa Barbara, pelagic trips, 

a 10-day birding journey to Ecuador, a few days 

in Costa Rica, and a brief trip to Panama. She 

was surprised to realize that the Tody Motmot 

at Canopy Lodge, Panama, on Thurs., Jan. 3, 

2019, was world bird #1,000. Initially, Phyllis 

could hear the bird calling, but could not �nd it. 

The guide, Danilo Rodríguez, did not quit until 

everyone saw the motmot.

After a month without being seen, a Tun-

dra Bean-Goose at William L. Finley 

National Wildlife Refuge in Oregon reap-

peared. Michael Woodru	 decided to drive 

overnight from his home in Spokane, Wash-

ington, to meet up with John Weigel, ABA Big 

Year birder, for a crack at re�nding this rarity, 

though it had unfortunately not been relocat-

ed that day despite searching. On the morn-

ing of Mon., Jan. 21, 2019, they were elated to 

�nd the bird. The goose was Michael’s 700th 

ABA Continental species and a lifer for John, 

a lucky �ve minutes before the geese were 

shrouded by morning fog.

Lonnie Somer’s 1,000th

world bird was a Timberline 

Wren pair that was impossible 

to photograph. At the same 

time, a spectacular migration 

of hawks, including Swain-

son’s Hawks and Broad-

winged Hawks, made a great 

subject for photography.

Photos by © Lonnie Somer. 

Continued from page 14
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T
he wonder of birds and nature never 

gets boring for environmental educator 

Holly Merker of Downingtown, Penn-

sylvania—and she has spent her whole adult 

life passing it on. Merker is a zealous birder, the 

chair of the well-respected Pennsylvania Orni-

thological Records Committee, a member of the 

Pennsylvania Society for Ornithology Board, a 

member of the ABA Recording Standards and 

Ethics Committee, an eBird Regional Editor, 

and an ABA and National Audubon camp in-

structor. She is also an iNaturalist contributor, a 

hawk watcher, and an active bird conservation-

ist. In 2002, birds and birding took on a deeply 

personal dimension for Merker when she was 

diagnosed with cancer; she credits both for her 

positive recovery and healing.

In this uplifting Birding interview, Merker 

opens up about paying it forward—

as a nature therapist for young 

people, citizen science junkie, and 

source of hope for others in crisis.

—NOAH STRYCKER

18   B I R D I N G  |  J U N E  2 0 1 9

BIRDING INTERVIEW

Birding: During your emotional and physical 

struggles with cancer, how did birds and bird-

ing become your medicine and therapy?

Holly Merker: When faced with a life-chang-

ing diagnosis, we look to �nd answers to the 

multitude of questions that endlessly run 

through our minds. Most of these questions 

won’t have an immediate answer and many will 

go unanswered. This can be maddening. I feel 

lucky that birding was already a key part of my 

life at the time of my diagnosis, because it was a 

force that kept me grounded amidst crisis.

We knew 2002 would be a rough year for 

our family, as my husband had been activated 

and deployed to Saudi Arabia as a Naval Re-

servist shortly after September 11, 2001. But 

what we confronted during his deployment 

was far more challenging than we’d imagined. 

In January of that year, I took my sons sled-

ding, took a ride on a snow tube, and ended up 

with two vertebral compression fractures. Six 

weeks later, I was told I had an aggressive form 

of breast cancer. For the next 18 months, my 

life revolved around rigorous chemotherapy, 

multiple surgeries, and countless tests, while 

healing my spine and trying to keep life as nor-

mal as possible for my two young sons. This 

presented many challenges, not just for me, 

but also for my family.

As all-consuming as a cancer diagnosis can 

be, I didn’t allow this game changer to steal 

from me my love of birds and birding. Birding 

while undergoing treatment set me on a path 

toward healing and recovery, and into a meta-

morphosis of my “new normal.” The respite 

birding provides from the grip of crisis can be 

likened to opening a door into a temporary 

world of peace. My focus while birding shifted 

from my own survival to the survival of birds 

and the pressures they face.

I lost my hair from chemotherapy on Moth-

er’s Day eve. The next morning, I went birding 

to process this loss, and serendipitously found 

a nest of Cerulean Warblers, a species rare in 

my area. The experience of watching another 

young family in survival mode put a lot into 

perspective for me as I worked through my 

own will to live. I was happy to share this dis-

covery with other birders, who also delighted 

in watching the Ceruleans tend their young.

To bring the birds in closer, and to make the 

losses from cancer more meaningful, I saved my 

hair when I lost it, placing it in a suet cage as 

nesting material for the birds to gather in spring. 

The satisfaction of watching a Tufted Titmouse 

pull strands of my wasted hair and carry it away 

made that personal loss seem purposeful. I was 

lucky that I had a network of birding friends 

who treated me like a birder and not a cancer 

A Birding Interview with

Holly Merker

Each year, Holly Merker looks 

forward to spreading the joy of 

birding with others. Birding by 

boat on Muscongus Bay along 

Maine’s Mid Coast was a high-

light at the National Audubon’s 

Hog Island Camp in 2018.

Photo by © Jean Hall.
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patient. There’s no way to fully explain how im-

portant that was, and how grateful I was.

I realize now the importance to my well-

being of birding trips, including a pelagic trip 

I took days before my last chemo treatment 

and a trip to see Virginia’s last-known popu-

lation of Bachman’s Sparrows. I look back on 

that now and wonder, “What was I thinking?!” 

But I also know the drive to bird was critical 

for my survival, and one of the biggest forces 

in getting me through a most challenging time 

in my life. I’m �lled with gratitude for the role 

that birding, and my birding friends, played 

in my survival. And I hope to continue to pay 

forward all of the immeasurable gifts watching 

birds has brought to me through the years. 

Birding: How did you get interested in the 

natural world? 

HM: I became fascinated with birds at a young 

age. I couldn’t get enough of the sense of wonder 

from being outdoors. I spent time looking for 

birds from early childhood, but I wasn’t intro-

duced to birding until I was in college. My work 

as an educator and birding instructor came later. 

From the North Lookout at Hawk Moun-

tain Sanctuary in September 2018, 

Holly Merker scans the skies above the 

rolling terrain of the famous landmark. 

Photo by © George Armistead.

My early professional background was in art 

therapy, but today I’m using birds and nature as 

therapeutic vehicles. The experience of being 

in nature is therapy in itself, providing bene�ts 

to people young and old that are immeasurable. 

In our current culture, a connection to nature 

is critical to well-being, but underappreciated. 

I’m grateful to be able to facilitate experiences 

for others in the outdoors.

Birding: What is your style for teaching 

young people about the environment? 

HM: I ask my students a lot of questions while 

I’m teaching. I want them to be empowered by 

what they already know, and apply that to what 

they observe so they can build understanding. 

As an environmental educator, I don’t have a 

lot of time with my students, and I hope they 

are able to take away insight about the con-

nectedness we all share with our ecosystems. 

Birds are a barometer of environmental health. 

We can learn so much about nature and our-

selves just by observing, and birds are acces-

sible to most everyone. 

Birding: What do you �nd particularly engag-

ing about bird migration and birdsong—two 

of your favorite instructional topics?

HM: My life navigates around migration. From 

standing atop a rocky outcrop watching a sky-

way �lled with raptors on the move to scanning 

thousands of shorebirds as they refuel along 

the Delaware Bay, the incredible feats that fold 

into a migratory journey are inspiring. “Why 

doesn’t everyone crave witnessing this?” I al-

ways ask myself. I think people inherently do, 

they just don’t know it. Which is why I love be-

ing able to share migration, and birds more gen-

erally, with people from all walks of life, not just 

self-proclaimed birders. The love of music has 



Holly Merker delights in sharing sightings 

and adventures with young birders in the 

field, including the ABA’s Camp Avocet at 

Bombay Hook National Wildlife Refuge, 

Delaware. Photo by © Bill Schmoker.
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been a centering force in my life, and so natu-

rally is the sound of birds. Understanding and 

learning birdsong brings me challenges I enjoy 

sharing with others. While the visual experi-

ence of birding is incredibly satisfying, there’s 

a di�erent level of enrichment in the experience 

of birding by ear, even when we don’t know 

what we are listening to.

Birding: Pennsylvania has had its share of in-

sane rarities recently. Why is that? 

HM: We sure have, and I attribute much of 

that to birding community, digital technology, 

and information sharing in today’s era of social 

media. I expect that there will be future unex-

pected rarities revealed through social media, 

unveiling new discoveries about bird vagrancy. 

Birding: What are some of the more sensa-

tional sightings in your state? How does the 

records committee vet these records? 

HM: Without question, the Black-backed Ori-

ole in 2017 was our most famous avian sensa-

tion of late. It was seen by hordes of birders, and 

I personally reviewed over 700 eBird checklists 

for that bird! But there have been other jaw 

droppers which have gone under the radar, 

notably the European Robin that appeared in 

Bucks County in winter 2015, accepted by both 

the Pennsylvania Ornithological Records Com-

mittee and the ABA Checklist Committee.

When tasked with challenging reviews 

like these, the committee takes extra care to 

research the species, including its status, dis-

tribution, and recent global occurrences. We 

strive to keep an open mind about what we 

know and what we don’t know. We are living 

in globally changing landscapes and climates, 

Pennsylvania is known for rarities, which keep the Pennsylvania Ornithological 

Records Committee (chaired by the interviewee) busy.

LEFT: In 2017, this Black-backed Oriole—typically at home in the mountains of central 

Mexico—was spotted at a bird feeder in Lower Heidelberg Township. It became an avian 

sensation, observed by more than 1,800 birders. Photo by © Tom Johnson.

RIGHT: This extraordinary European Robin appeared in a yard in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, 

in February 2015, and was seen by only a lucky few. Photo by © Devich Farbotnik.

and these forces and factors must be taken into 

account with regard to where, and when, birds 

appear on the map. Committee members don’t 

always agree, and that’s when a record is forced 

into a second round of deliberation, allowing 

for well-deserved discussion among commit-

tee members. This was critical in reviews of 

the European Robin and Black-backed Oriole. 

In both cases, there were con�icting votes. Ro-

bust dialogue motivated further research and 

investigation, as well as additional consulta-

tion of experts, ultimately resulting in the ac-

ceptance of both records.
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Birding: How and why do you volunteer for 

hawk watches?

HM: I live for northwest winds on a crisp fall day, 

ideal for censusing raptors passing over a hawk 

watch. Hawk counting allows us to contribute to 

the bigger picture of population trends, which are 

monitored over the long term for an understand-

ing of the health of our ecosystem. Visiting Hawk 

Mountain Sanctuary as a kid, and then later while 

in college, ignited a �re in me for hawks in �ight that 

surely will be undying. I think most people can �nd 

joy in watching a Bald Eagle �y above them, but in-

terpreting why that bird is over their heads in that 

moment can unlock a greater understanding of our 

natural world and the part we all play in it. Aware-

ness is the �rst step in stewardship, and knowledge 

is the key that unlocks the door to a greater sense of 

conservation. While counting hawks for a few sites 

here in Pennsylvania, I enjoy interpreting migra-

tion and hawk identi�cation for those who come to 

watch the air show.

Birding: How did you get to be such a citizen 

science advocate? 

HM: I am a self-proclaimed citizen science 

junkie. Being able to make my time birding 

meaningful beyond my own pleasure is moti-

vating—whether through eBird or iNaturalist 

or other projects. Most people enjoy giving 

back, and this is one way we can do so. I live 

in a state where citizen science is thriving. 

Pennsylvanians have proven they love to be 

engaged in citizen science, evidenced by the 

large participation in the Great Backyard Bird 

Count, in which we consistently rank in the 

top regions for data contribution. In a state 

with far fewer species than some of the other 

top rankers, this is something we are proud of.

Birding: What do you do for eBird, and what 

does eBird do for you? 

HM: In 2005, I became the data reviewer for 

eBird in Pennsylvania. I’m grateful to have 

been involved with the project through incred-

ible change and growth. We now have a fantas-

tic team of reviewers in Pennsylvania who help 

manage the database. I’m also one of the eBird 

Hotspot reviewers in Pennsylvania and assist 

with hotspot promotion, which is important 

UPPER: New Year’s Day, 2002, marked

the beginning of an unforgettable year

of challenges for Holly Merker, sons Alex 

(left) and Henry (right), and the Merker

family. Photo by © Karen Brager.

LOWER: Nearly two decades later, the

adventure continues for the indefatigable 

interviewee, here with Henry (left) and Alex 

(right) at Haystack Rock, on the Oregon 

coast. Photo by © Dave Merker.

for aggregation of data.

eBird changed my style of birding, and 

has made me a better, more observant birder 

by encouraging documentation, censusing, 

attentiveness to behavior, and utilization of 

habitats. I’m particularly interested in watch-

ing, through the lens of eBird data, population 

trends in local areas pressured by change and 

increasing development. I prioritize frequent 

visits to local hotspots to monitor birdlife, and 
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I’ve been able to use data gathered by 

eBirders to prove status of threatened 

species to government o�cials, help-

ing guide land-management plans. 

eBird is a powerful tool and a team ef-

fort. By contributing, we can all work 

together toward conservation. 

Birding: What birding ethics and 

countability issues have you tack-

led so far with the ABA Recording 

Standards and Ethics Committee 

(RSEC)? Going forward, what do you 

expect to come up? 

HM: I joined the RSEC in early 

2017, and since then we’ve been 

super-focused on the revision of the 

ABA Code of Birding Ethics, which 

we expect to unveil in connection 

with the ABA’s 50th anniversary. The 

revision of the code has included 

countless hours of discussion in per-

son, by video conferencing, and over 

written text. The committee has put 

a lot of thoughtful consideration into 

some of the pressures faced by both 

birds and birders in our changing 

landscapes and expanding birding 

community. I feel con�dent that this 

revision will help guide today’s birder 

in making thoughtful choices in the 

�eld and with respect to our birding 

community.

With the addition of Hawaii to the ABA 

Area in late 2016, we were confronted with 

some issues of countability in regard to the 

2016 Big Year, which was well under way 

when ABA members voted to include Hawaii. 

Because this addition was unprecedented, 

there were some issues to be worked out, in-

cluding whether birds seen in Hawaii already 

on the ABA Checklist would be countable in 

2016. At �rst, the committee did not vote to 

accept those birds for inclusion in the 2016 

ABA Big Year. But we ultimately unanimously 

overturned our own decision, after much dis-

cussion and justi�ed urging from a couple of 

2016 Big Year contestants.

In the future,  I think the RSEC will strive 

to continue updating some of the countability 

language and will encounter questions regard-

ing �eld ethics as the birding community con-

tinues to grow and face new challenges. 

Birding: Your life is jampacked—and we’ve 

barely skimmed the surface—so how do you 

make time for Lepidoptera and iNaturalist? 

HM: Once you get hooked on observing birds, 

it can be hard to overlook everything else! It’s 

all connected. Taking notice of the world 

around us can only bring us a greater sense 

of understanding, and contentment. Contrib-

uting to citizen science projects like iNatural-

ist, and looking for insects—well, that’s just a 

natural �t for paying it all forward. 

To mark the halfway point in her chemotherapy 

treatments, the interviewee made a special family 

trip to the White Mountains of New Hampshire 

for birding and hiking—wearing a wig and sport-

ing a colorful Survivor TV show tribal head bu�. 

Photo by © Dave Merker.

www.king-ranch.com
www.kingsvilletexas.com
www.stithrecording.com
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“Blue” vs. “White”
—Species or 
Subspecies?

One spectacular bird on your �rst visit to 

the Florida Keys is a Great White Heron. 

Is it a species? A subspecies? A color morph of 

the Great Blue Heron? One thing is certain: It 

is not on the ABA Checklist—although it would 

have been before 1973.

John James Audubon pronounced it a spe-

cies, Ardea occidentalis, in 1835 in his pioneer-

ing Ornithological Biography. He could not 

have known, but he was a prophet in admitting 

uncertainty about the Great White’s taxonom-

ic relationships: “I think…that our endeav-

ours to discover the natural arrangement of 

things cannot be uniformly successful.”

Audubon’s unease has persisted for 184 

years, and now we have a heroic new e�ort to 

untie the taxonomic tangle. Heather L. Mc-

Guire, Sabrina S. Taylor, and Frederick H. 

Sheldon address the vexation in a 2019 paper 

in The Auk: Ornithological Advances (tinyurl.

com/Heron-taxonomy). After the most exten-

sive analysis of the question yet undertaken, 

the authors recommend species status for the 

Great White Heron.

Nevertheless, their conclusion is cautious: 

“Given available data and a certain degree of 

subjectivity in species recognition, we believe 

the weight of evidence favors separating the 

[Great White Heron] as a distinct species.” 

Subjectivity—the essence of taxonomic infer-

ences. How that harkens to Audubon’s old 

hesitation!

McGuire broke modern ground in her 2001 

dissertation at Louisiana State University, 

evaluating the Great White’s taxonomic sta-

tus based on morphological, behavioral, and 

genetic evidence. The genetic evidence was a 

monumental step forward, and, along with her 

other �ndings, she concluded, “I believe the 

Great White Heron is a good biological spe-

cies and that a review of its taxonomic status 

is merited.”

Her results rose above a long and muddled 

history of de�cient research, unwarranted as-

PAUL HESS
Natrona Heights, Pennsylvania

phess@salsgiver.com

Data & Discoveries in the World of Birds
Across much of the ABA Area and beyond, the 

species currently classified as the Great Blue 

Heron exhibits little geographic variation in 

plumage; a typical individual is shown below. 

In Florida, however, the situation is consider-

ably more complex. Birds of an entirely white 

population, currently classified as subspecies 

occidentalis, are known as “Great White Her-

ons” (p. 25, bottom), and intermediate birds, 

designated wurdemanni, are called “Wür-

demann’s Herons” (p. 26). A recent study 

proposes treating the Great White and Great 

Blue as separate species and treating Würde-

mann’s as a hybrid or intergrade between the 

two, not as a subspecies.

Great Blue Heron, nominate subspecies 

herodias. Hendry County, Florida; Feb.

2018. Photo by © Alex Lamoreaux. 

mailto:phess@salsgiver.com
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sumptions, and outright guesses. The gaps 

in knowledge were fundamental, lacking ade-

quate information about breeding interactions, 

morphological variations, habitat associations, 

and—most notably but understandably—an 

absence of genetic analysis.

From the �rst edition of 

the American Ornitholo-

gists’ Union Code of No-

menclature and Check-list 

of North American Birds in 

1886 through the AOU’s 

�fth-edition Check-list of 

North American Birds in 

1957, the Great White and 

Great Blue were treated as 

separate species. 

Suddenly, in a 1973 sup-

plement to that �fth edition, 

the “check-list committee” 

changed its mind in the 

Thirty-second Supplement 

to the American Ornitholo-

gists’ Union Check-list of 

North American Birds.  Up-

ending a century and a half 

of taxonomy, the committee 

classi�ed the Great White 

as conspeci�c with the Great Blue based on 

two disconnected judgments: �rst, that the 

white and the blue represented a single poly-

morphic species in the West Indies and Carib-

bean; second, that the Great White population 

of the Florida Keys was “entitled to subspecif-

ic rank” based on “additional morphological 

grounds.” Mating preferences were not men-

tioned, and of course no genetic evidence was 

available at that time.

The change to conspeci�c status was rarely 

questioned until McGuire’s extensive analy-

sis. A note worth mentioning: Attentive bird-

ers will see that David Allen Sibley refers to 

the Great White as merely a “morph” in The 

Sibley Guide to Birds. He subsequently clari-

�ed his view online in his Sibley Guides blog 

(tinyurl.com/Sibley-not-a-morph), agreeing 

with the subspecies designation.

Now let’s move ahead to the new work of 

McGuire and her colleagues. For perspective, 

prior classi�cations as both a species and then 

a subspecies had been based chie�y on di�er-

ences in plumage color. The main morpho-

metric character previously emphasized was 

the Great White male’s much longer occipital 

plumes. In the McGuire study’s measurements 

of six additional morphometric characters on 

Great White Heron, A. h. occidentalis. 

Monroe County, Florida; Aug. 2018.

Photo by © Alex Lamoreaux.

In his Ornithological Biography (1835), John James Audubon 

begins his account of the Great White Heron with this para-

graph. It opens with a brief description of the bird, and it ends 

prophetically with a touch of taxonomic doubt:

I am now about to present you with an account of the habits 

of the largest species of the Heron tribe hitherto found in the 

United States, and which is indeed remarkable not only for its 

great size, but also for the pure white of its plumage at every 

period of its life. Writers who have subdivided the family, and 

stated that none of the true Herons are white, will doubtless 

be startled when they, for the first time, look at my plate of 

this bird. I think, however, that our endeavours to discover the 

natural arrangement of things cannot be uniformly success-

ful, and it is clear that he only who has studied all can have 

much chance of disposing all according to their relations.

https://www.sibleyguides.com/2007/11/great-white-heron-not-just-a-color-morph/
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101 Great White and Great Blue specimens, 

no other di	erence matters much. There were 

slight average trends, but no statistically sig-

ni�cant di	erences.

More important is the team’s investigation 

of nesting behavior. For the �rst time, this in-

cludes observations of su�cient numbers of 

nests and plumage types of both members of 

a mated pair and their o	spring. The result: 

“These observations indicate more white–

white and blue–blue pairs and fewer mixed 

pairs than expected in a randomly mating 

population…Without a more detailed under-

standing of some of the variables that in�uence 

mate choice, we can only say at this stage that 

blue and white herons prefer to mate with their 

own kind.” Such assortative mating is typically 

a critical element in judging species status.

Extensive genetic analyses of Great Whites 

and Great Blues in the Florida Keys and 

northward in the Florida Peninsula reinforce 

the assortative mating conclusion. Evidence of 

reproductive isolation is substantial, although 

the isolation appears to be incomplete. This 

is the case especially in Florida Bay, where 

blue-plumage and white-plumage birds are 

admixed with genes from both the white and 

blue populations. The admixture indicates 

that the uncommon intermediate Würde-

mann’s Heron, often treated as a subspecies, is 

an intergrade, not a separate taxon.

In the end, while recognizing the many dif-

ferences in how taxonomists evaluate species 

status—degree of interbreeding, extent of ge-

netic di	erences, and so forth—the authors 

con�rm McGuire’s initial view that the Great 

White deserves species status. They comment 

that “[t]he only remaining issue is distinctive-

ness in the face of a small amount of gene �ow, 

which is not a taxonomically insurmountable 

problem, as we commonly recognize distinct 

species that occasionally exchange genes.”

At the very least, the team concludes that 

the Great White is a small, distinct popula-

tion in an endangered environment. The im-

plication is clear that whether it is a species, a 

subspecies, or a highly restricted population, 

protecting it from extinction in the face of the 

ecological threats—most caused by humans—

should be a conservation priority.

Swifts’ Endless Flight 
Is Nearly Effortless

You were entitled to something akin to a 

gasp if you learned in 2016 that Com-

mon Swifts can �y from northern Eurasia 

south, spend all winter in central Africa, and 

then �y back to the breeding grounds—with-

out leaving the air. Some of the birds take no 

rest at all during all 10 months of the non-

breeding season. The reason is that swifts feed 

only on aerial arthropods.

Anders Hedenström and �ve colleagues at 

Lund University in Sweden reported the phe-

nomenon after designing a new generation of 

data-loggers that goes beyond simply record-

ing the birds’ routes and locations. It is a tech-

nological advance that expands the diverse 

and improving array of bio-loggers interpreted 

valuably by Nick Minor in this column in the 

Apr. 2019 issue of Birding.

Besides a standard light-level sensor for 

general geolocation, the new device includes 

an accelerometer, which o	ers detailed moni-

Würdemann’s Heron, A. h. wurdemanni. Monroe County, Florida; July 2018.

Photo by © Alex Lamoreaux.
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toring of birds’ local changes in altitude, direc-

tion, and speed of movement, and whether a 

bird is �ying or at rest. It can even determine 

whether a bird is perched vertically as on a tree 

trunk, or horizontally as on a branch.

Reporting their results in Current Biology

(tinyurl.com/Common-Swift-�ight), the He-

denström team said that the swifts are airborne 

for more than 99% of their time during the en-

tire nonbreeding period. The team found that 

some individuals never settle at all, but most did 

take occasional brief rests of inactivity on the 

wintering grounds, perhaps during bad weather 

or after a particularly exhausting burst of �ight. 

How on Earth—rather, how above Earth—is 

such astonishingly continual or almost-contin-

ual �ight possible throughout 10 months of a 

year? Many migrants from warblers to Whim-

brels make amazing continuous long-distance 

�ights during migration over water, but they 

enjoy far fewer requirements for energy during 

the long winter.

Swifts feed only on aerial insects year-

round, and a continual supply of small insects 

is essential, so they must have a specialized 

aerodynamic ability that other birds do not.

Tyson L. Hedrick at the University of North 

Carolina and Cécile Pichot and Emmanuel de 

Margerie at Normandie University in France 

tell us how in a 2018 paper in Current Biol-

ogy (tinyurl.com/Swift-�ight-biomechanics). 

They found the answer by using a method 

called “rotational stereo-videography.” The 

technology is advancing faster than most of 

us realize. In this case, the method is a cam-

era and telephoto lens with a set of mirrors to 

combine views from two vantage points into 

one image. This, combined with other vid-

eographic methods, enables measurement of 

�eld �ight biomechanics with high resolution.

It turns out that Common Swifts do not 

have to rely on high power. Despite their ex-

quisitely maneuvering capabilities, they rarely 

need to perform high-acceleration and ener-

gy-sapping turns. In e�ect, they “go with the 

�ow” of insects moving through the air. 

The swifts �apped for only 25% of the 

time. The rest of the time was spent in gliding, 

during which the average power needed for 

Swifts enjoy a global distribution, yet body structure and flight style are quite similar among the 

92 species in the family Apodidae. An ABA Area birder who knows the Vaux’s and White-throat-

ed swifts (A, B) instantly recognizes the Himalayan Swiftlet and Pacific Swift (C, D) as swifts. A 

recent study focuses on the widespread Common Swift, but swift species are so similar that all 

share the family’s unique features of physiology and biomechanics.

A: White-throated Swift. San Diego County, California; Feb. 2014. Photo by © Tom Johnson.

B: Vaux’s Swift. Santa Clara County, California; Sept. 2015. Photo by © Tom Johnson.

C: Himalayan Swiftlet. Uttarakhand, India; Feb. 2019. Photo by © Tom Johnson.

D: Pacific Swift. Queensland, Australia; Nov. 2017. Photo by © Tom Johnson.

A

B

C D

https://www.cell.com/current-biology/pdf/S0960-9822(16)31063-6.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/329050323_Gliding_for_a_free_lunch_biomechanics_of_foraging_flight_in_common_swifts_Apus_apus


FRONTIERS IN ORNITHOLOGY

28   B I R D I N G  |  J U N E  2 0 1 9

changes in speed or elevation was not signi�-

cantly di�erent from zero. Zero! Gliding with-

out �apping, thus, paid almost all the cost of 

continuous foraging �ight. The authors aptly 

titled their paper “Gliding for a Free Lunch.”

The swifts almost e�ortlessly adjust their 

airspeed, sharp turns, and other maneuvers 

to match the ambient air�ow that moves their 

insect prey. Even in straight �ight, the birds 

appear to take advantage of thermals, wind 

gusts, and other gradients in air�ow to reduce 

energy required for �ight. The point, again, is 

that �apping �ight can be kept to a minimum.

Although the �ight mechanics of the ABA 

Area’s regularly occurring swifts—Black, 

Chimney, Vaux’s, and White-throated—have 

not been thoroughly analyzed, it is reasonable 

to assume that their shared sickle-shaped wings 

and narrow bodies o�er similar advantages.

Wings. Virtually all research into avian 

aerodynamics has focused on wing 

shape and wing length—the key morphologi-

cal features that enable birds to �y.

Often ignored in studies of aerodynamics 

is the importance of tail design. Think about 

airplanes. Why do they have such carefully de-

signed tails? Birds’ tails are much more diverse 

in design, and evolution has clearly adapted the 

designs to the species’ needs, whether for basic 

aerodynamic value or for courtship display.

An analysis of avian tail design by Adrian L. 

R. Thomas at Oxford University published in 

1997 sheds rare light on the subject (BioSci-

ence 47: 215–225). Tails function as rudders, 

enabling tight turns and quick acceleration. 

They also enhance “lift,” a key feature that 

keeps birds aloft. Thomas used the swallow as 

an example, noting that “the tighter it can turn, 

the more insects it can catch.”

See in the accompanying photographs how 

the tails vary among swifts—some squared o� 

at the tip, one forked. Such di�erences appear 

conspicuously across the nearly 100 swift spe-

cies worldwide. Each design is exquisitely 

adapted to support the bird’s other wing and 

body shapes, and ultimately to meet the bird’s 

particular requirements for feeding in diverse 

aerial environments.
Continued on page 30

www.birdwatchingbreaks.com
www.albatross-birding.com
coloradocranes.org
resortlodgingcompany.com/yampa-valley-cranes
www.seabirding.com
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Great Gray Owls Revisit
Habitat Ravaged by Fire

Look closely at the Great Gray Owl range map in The Sibley 

Guide to Birds or the National Geographic Field Guide to the 

Birds of North America. Notice the little sliver of purple in northern 

California, far from the rest of the species’ wide range.

That purple sliver illustrates the distribution of a tiny popula-

tion isolated in the central Sierra Nevada, primarily concentrated 

in Yosemite National Park and the adjacent Stanislaus National 

Forest. The area was ravaged by the vast “Rim Fire” in 2013, which 

burned nearly 260,000 acres including much of the owls’ critically 

important habitat—a disaster whose consequences are analyzed in 

a new study published in 2019.

First, a bit of history. Joseph Grinnell, the great California natu-

ralist, would have been aghast. On June 18, 1915, he was the �rst 

to discover this unexpected population—and, of all things, he cred-

ited the discovery to a Ruby-crowned Kinglet.

Grinnell described that experience in his magisterial 1924 

monograph Animal Life in the Yosemite: An Account of the Mam-

mals, Birds, Reptiles, and Amphibians in a Cross-section of the Si-

erra Nevada, coauthored with Tracy Irwin Storer:

…On previous days we had distant glimpses, morning or eve-

ning, of a large bird in silent �ight among the trees. On the day 

of discovery, however, the diminutive kinglet pointed the way 

and really deserves all the credit. From a distance through the 

The very small population

of Great Gray Owls

nesting in and around

Yosemite National Park

recovered swiftly following 

a devastating wildfire.

The images on pp. 30–33 

give us a glimpse of the 

owls’ lives in the immediate 

aftermath of the fire.

Photos by © Joe Medley.

Continued from page 28
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forest came the low but insistent wer-rup, wer-rup, wer-rup 

of a Ruby-crown, its unmistakable note of anxiety. The clue 

was traced by the expectant naturalist to a tall �r, out from 

near the summit of which there presently �ew a great owl.

Two decades after the monograph, Grinnell foretold what we 

now know all too well. In The Distribution of the Birds of Cali-

fornia, published posthumously by coauthor Alden H. Miller in 

1944, Grinnell summarized the owl’s status this way: “Numbers 

small, justifying term ‘rare’.”

Not only small numbers (perhaps fewer than 100 pairs to-

day), rarity, and geographic isolation—but also genetic di�eren-

tiation—led Joshua M. Hull and eight colleagues to recommend 

subspecies status for the population. They named the subspe-

cies yosemitensis in a 2010 paper in the journal Molecular Phy-

logenetics and Evolution (tinyurl.com/Great-−Gray-Yosemite). 

The authors concluded that both nuclear and mitochondrial 

DNA support the distinctiveness of an isolated lineage of Great 

Gray Owls in the Sierra Nevada.

Their analysis indicates that yosemitensis embodies a “pop-

ulation bottleneck,” an absence of genetic diversity that might 

doom these owls to inbreeding depression and an inability to 

adjust to changing environmental conditions—and eventually to 

extinction if the population falls below a minimum viable size 

that enables it to exist.

Now, a century since the kinglet announced the owl, environ-

mental conditions have changed dramatically after the Rim Fire. 

Does this portend tragedy or hope for the future of California’s 

Great Gray Owl, which is already designated as state-endan-

gered in California?

An assessment comes in another 2019 paper, this one by 

Rodney B. Siegel at The Institute for Bird Populations and nine 

coauthors from Yosemite National Park, the U.S. Forest Service, 

and other a¡liations in The Condor: Ornithological Applications 

(tinyurl.com/Great-Gray-Owl-�re).

Shaded forests adjacent to sun-kissed meadows are gorgeous 

sights for Yosemite’s human visitors, and they are the most im-

portant nesting habitats for the park’s Great Gray Owls. Siegel 

and his team reported encouraging results after three years of 

surveys following the �re. They detected Great Gray Owls at 

21 of 22 meadows within the �re perimeters that owls had oc-

cupied during the decade before the �re. The owls persisted at 

sites with a broad range of �re e�ects, including one meadow 

with 99% loss of canopy cover in the surrounding forest.

That is good news, but the authors caution that they have 

only limited data on whether owls attempted to nest or success-

fully �edged young, “so we cannot say whether habitat condi-

tions a�ected breeding status or nest success.” They note that 

�nding Great Gray Owl nests can be extremely di¡cult and 

http://tinyurl.com/Great--Gray-Yosemite
https://academic.oup.com/condor/article-abstract/121/1/duy019/5303796?redirectedFrom=fulltext
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time-consuming, although they made anec-

dotal observations at several sites that showed 

“definitive evidence of successful nesting after 

the fire.”

Only time will tell whether the owls’ per-

sistence during this three-year period is a sign 

of long-term nesting success. Many ecological 

factors defy prediction, and a major concern in 

this case is whether a sufficient number of large 

snags will remain standing to support nests.

In that respect, the authors’ most impor-

tant recommendation is that land managers 

should preserve, not remove, large trees killed 

by fires in areas surrounding meadows. Dead, 

fire-blackened trunks—ugly to us perhaps, but 

evidently not to owls—may remain useful nest 

sites, especially if they are shaded by live trees.

A comprehensive analysis of post-fire ef-

fects and recommendations is available in “A 

conservation strategy for Great Gray Owls in 

California” (tinyurl.com/Great-Gray-Owl-for-

est) published in 2016 by the Institute for Bird 

Populations. Authors Joanna X. Wu, Helen 

L. Loffland, and Rodney B. Siegel at the In-

stitute, along with Chris Stermer, a scientist at 

the California Department of Fish and Wild-

life, emphasized at the outset that “The effects 

of wildfire on Great Gray Owls are complex 

and not fully understood.”

Everyone is concerned that this tiny, iso-

lated, genetically and environmentally stressed 

population named yosemitensis may not sur-

vive for long, no matter how much we humans 

try to help.

Researchers do offer several reasons for 

hope. The nearby Sierra National Forest, 

where Great Gray Owls have territories, was 

not affected by the fire. Besides their primary 

high-elevation forest environment, California’s 

Great Grays also nest in lower-elevation oak 

woodlands that are less prone to “mega-fires.” 

The Rim Fire was exceptionally bad in sever-

ity, but this population is no stranger to fires; it 

has survived for thousands of years in a land-

scape shaped by fire.

The best we can say is that we remain in 

wait-and-see uncertainty, trusting that inten-

sive further research will continue to offer en-

couraging results.

https://www.birdpop.org/docs/pubs/IBPConservationStrategyVersion1.0.pdf
https://www.birdpop.org/docs/pubs/IBPConservationStrategyVersion1.0.pdf
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some of the fastest-declining populations in 

the ecosystem. Others, like the Loggerhead 

Shrike, Verdin, and Rock Wren, have lost 

more than half of their breeding populations 

over the past 40 years (Berlanga et al. 2010). 

In fact, Iknayan and Beissinger (2018) found 

that, with the exception of the Common Ra-

ven, virtually every bird 

species in the Mojave Desert has declined.

eBird observations of common resident spe-

cies indicate that desert habitats in the south-

western U. S. are consistently underbirded. 

With the exception of migrant traps (bodies of 

water or well-vegetated oases surrounded by 

otherwise relatively inhospitable habitat) that 

attract large numbers of birds during mi-

gration, we know remarkably little about 

bird use of the surrounding desert.

This region also faces intense pressure 

from development. Large solar and wind 

energy farms are on the increase. Me-

tropolises like Palm Desert, Las Vegas, 

and Phoenix are growing. Along 

with all of this, demand for 

increasingly scarce 

I
nterstate 10 stretches through the deso-

late Mojave and Colorado deserts of 

southern California. Although the land-

scape appears unforgiving at first glance, 

if you stop and look long enough, you will see 

the desert is full of life.

So-called aridlands, including southern 

California deserts, are among the most threat-

ened ecosystems in the Western Hemisphere. 

Climate change, energy development, 

and urban growth all contribute to the 

decline of this habitat. Species such as 

Bendire’s and LeConte’s thrashers are 

The LeConte’s Thrasher, much sought by birders, has never been especial-

ly common within its limited range in the southwestern U. S. and northwest-

ern Mexico. The species appears to be in sustained decline at the present 

time, and basic population monitoring is essential for developing effective 

conservation strategies. Desert National Wildlife Range, Nevada; Apr. 2017. 

Photo by © Jennifer Tobin–Great Basin Bird Observatory.
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Alternative energy development, such as 

solar, holds great potential, but it also impacts 

birds, habitat, and water. Both the conservation 

community and the alternative energy commu-

nity must be aware of these impacts. SJV part-

ners wanted to know: How and where do these 

e�orts a�ect birds?—and which species of birds, 

and at what scale? Lacking answers to these 

questions, we did not know how to recommend 

more sustainable development or mitigation.

What’s more, we didn’t have the capacity—

either the people or the money—to adequately 

monitor birds in the area. We were caught be-

tween a rock and a hard place. We had to know 

more to move forward, but we didn’t have the 

resources to do so.

Enter avicaching.

Geocaching is an outdoor activity in which 

people use GPS devices to navigate to 

sites around the world. Hidden at designated 

coordinates are “geocaches,” usually small, wa-

terproof containers with a logbook and often a 

trinket left by a previous geocacher. The goal 

is to visit as many geocaches as you can across 

the globe, seeking out new adventures and trea-

sures. Avicaching, created by the Cornell Lab 

of Ornithology in 2016, is simply eBird + geo-

caching: searching speci�c locations to spot

as many birds as possible. With geocaching, 

water, as well as climate change and associated 

higher temperatures and drought conditions, 

make conservation an urgent need. How can 

this harsh landscape continue to provide habi-

tat for birds, other wildlife, and people in the 

face of such mounting pressure? That is the 

question of the day.

The Sonoran Joint Venture (SJV) is a bina-

tional partnership that works to conserve the 

extraordinary birds and habitats of the south-

western U. S. and northwestern Mexico. The 

SJV region comprises all or parts of nine states 

in the U. S. and Mexico, and encompasses 

the Mojave and Colorado deserts of southern 

California, an area under pressure from alter-

native energy development. Over the past sev-

eral years, the SJV and its partners have been 

working to better understand the issue.

people go to speci�c sites to �nd small trea-

sures. With avicaching, eBird hotspots are the 

locations, and birds are the treasures.

Avicaching is more than just a game. The 

data collected by avicachers �ll knowledge 

gaps, and help guide management and con-

servation decisions. Birders go to designated 

eBird hotspots, follow speci�c bird-observa-

The Costa’s Hummingbird is widespread 

in the Mojave Desert biome of the south-

western U. S. and northwestern Mexico, 

but basic population data for this and other 

desert bird species are lacking. What to do? 

By harnessing the power of eBird and the 

expertise of citizen scientists, a novel “des-

ert avicaching” project has advanced our 

understanding of bird populations in this re-

gion. Tinajas Altas Mountains, Arizona; Feb. 

2019. Photo by © Christopher McCreedy.
Kerry Ross, the overall winner of the 2018 

desert avicaching contest, pauses in San Ber-

nardino County, California, looking east over 

the Lucerne Valley. Ross uploaded 148 eBird 

checklists and documented the occurrence of 

95 bird species. Photo courtesy of Kerry Ross.



  J U N E  2 0 1 9  |  A B A . O R G / M A G A Z I N E 37

tion protocols, and submit their checklists. 

The result? Avicachers get a fun new game to 

play while birding, and eBird collects valuable 

data to help monitor and protect birds.

In fall 2015, the SJV Science Working Group 

met in Tucson, Arizona. During a breakout ses-

sion, our small group discussed the potential 

impacts of solar energy development on birds. 

We talked about the broad-scale monitoring re-

quired to get a handle on the issue, and lament-

ed the lack of adequate funding and personnel 

for such an ambitious undertaking.

Could eBirders help us answer our con-

servation questions? For about an hour we 

workshopped the idea of using Cornell Lab’s 

avicaching game. Six months later, Point Blue 

Conservation Science submitted a modest 

proposal to the SJV’s Awards Program to fund 

a pilot season of what we called “desert avi-

caching.” The review committee �nanced the 

proposal, and we were o� and running.

With the help of state eBird hotspot editors in 

California and Nevada, we created 91 avicaches. 

Some were existing eBird hotspots that had 

fewer than three checklists submitted by bird-

ers. Others were new hotspots that we created 

based on their habitat and proximity to solar 

energy development. We added sites to test the 

e�ectiveness of modeling for identifying desert 

thrasher habitat, to better support conservation 

e�orts for these rapidly declining birds.

From Feb. 1 to June 15, 2018, we invited bird-

ers to play our 2018 desert avicaching game. We 

developed a website with guidelines for creating 

eligible checklists, submitted from a desert avi-

caching hotspot before 10:00 a.m. or after 7:00 

p.m., at least 20 minutes and up to 60 minutes 

long, and covering one mile or less. That’s it!

In addition to the rules, the desert avicaching 

website (sonoranjv.org/avicaching) included a 

map (reproduced on p. 34) of potential sites to 

Recently fledged LeConte’s Thrashers check 

out the “saltbush sea” of southern Nevada. 

The landscape is bleak, but the birdlife is rich. 

Tule Springs Fossil Beds National Monument, 

Nevada; Apr. 2017. Photo by © Jennifer

Tobin–Great Basin Bird Observatory.

visit. The map could be accessed from mobile 

devices and was linked to eBird, so birders 

could navigate easily to each hotspot and use 

the eBird app to submit their checklists.

Players visited avicaches and uploaded 

their checklists to eBird. Thanks to some 

This map shows the number of presumed 

migrant individuals per minute of observation 

at desert avicaching locations in 2018. Horned 

Larks are excluded because their occasionally 

large counts obscure results from other spe-

cies. Map by © Dennis Jongsomjit.

https://sonoranjv.org/avicaching
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back-end programming magic by eBird sta� at the 

Cornell Lab, our website tabulated scores in real 

time, which allowed avicachers to see their stand-

ings on a leaderboard hosted on the eBird website. 

Each complete checklist counted as one point. 

With generous donors, including the ABA, top 

avicachers were eligible to win prizes, ranging from 

hats and T-shirts to magazine subscriptions, digis-

coping adapters, and optics.

During the game, 72 birders contributed 409 

checklists with data on 142 species from under-

birded, and in some cases unbirded, areas. These 

checklists included 350 hours of volunteer time 

(including shared checklists). We estimate that avi-

cachers contributed more than 500 hours of their 

time and $2,000–3,000 in mileage to travel to and 

from survey desert avicaching locations.

Observers identi�ed 102 bird species that were 

likely migrants and more than 16,000 individual 

birds. The Horned Lark—a local breeder in the 

desert, but not generally believed to nest at most 

avicaching sites—was by far the most commonly 

observed species, with more than 6,300 detected.

The most exciting part of all? We are working 

from these birding observations to better under-

stand the birds using desert habitat and to help 

inform alternative energy development mitigation 

decisions. This is citizen science at its best.

Not including Horned Larks, avicachers record-

ed up to eight migrating individuals per minute of 

observation at desert avicaching sites in 2018 (see 

map, p. 37). Birders visiting sites in the Antelope 

Valley across the western Mojave Desert reported 

the highest rates of migrating birds. We chose most 

of these locations because of their proximity to 

planned or operating solar facilities. In addition, 

many bird species observed as part of desert avi-

caching were di�erent from those observed in di-

rect deaths at solar facilities. We need more study, 

but our results so far suggest that avicaching—and, 

more to the point, eBirders—can provide impor-

tant data to help us mitigate the impacts of solar 

energy development on migratory birds.

Besides giving us a better understanding of the 

impacts of solar energy development on migrating 

birds, desert avicaching helped us test models to 

predict desert thrasher habitat, including �nding 

This map shows the distribution of avicaching sites in southern California and Nevada. 

Hotspots were divided into geographic regions (shown by color) to encourage birders 

to visit multiple avicaches in the same general area. Map by © Jennie Duberstein.

Striped Butte, in Death Valley National Park, has birds—but it is 

chronically underbirded. The desert avicaching initiative encour-

ages birders to seek out and document the birdlife at unders-

ampled sites like this. Photo by © Geo� Geupel.

The Phainopepla is well known for its wanderings across the desert landscape. The Sonoran Joint 

Venture monitors and recommends conservation strategies for populations of this and other spe-

cies in the region. Sabino Canyon, Arizona; Jan. 2019. Photo by © Christopher McCreedy. 

Continued on page 40
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Continued from page 38

four new spots for LeConte’s Thrasher. As a 

result, the Desert Thrasher Working Group 

has more information about places that could 

support conservation of this group of birds.

While �nding thrashers in unexpected 

spots was good, not �nding thrashers in ex-

pected spots was also useful. For example, we 

had multiple hotspots in Kern County where 

Bendire’s Thrasher had occurred histori-

cally. As part of the Desert Thrasher Working 

Group’s e�ort, biologists planned to survey 

these sites. The negative data provided by 

eBirders through desert avicaching allowed 

Point Blue to save time and crew resources, 

and instead survey other areas that otherwise 

would not have been monitored.

SJV partners have just scratched the surface 

of the desert avicaching data. We will continue to 

conduct more in-depth analyses to understand 

how to support conservation of desert birds. 

In addition, all of these data are now stored at 

eBird and at the Borderlands Avian Data Center

(borderlandsbirds.org), and are available for 

anyone who has an interest. Data will be used 

for, among other things, eBird’s science prod-

ucts. If you’ve seen eBird’s fantastic animated 

maps showing bird distribution and abundance, 

you have experienced the usefulness of these 

products: ebird.org/news/stem0717.

What’s next? The conservation community 

is excited about the potential of avicaching. 

With funding, possible future uses in the SJV 

region include asking birders to help moni-

tor the impacts of restoration e�orts on desert 

river systems, along with continuing and ex-

panding our current desert avicaching game. 

Regardless of the focus, it is safe to say that 

birders play an important role in the conserva-

tion of birds they love.

Acknowledgments
Thank you to Emily Clark, Dan Cooper, Ian 

Davies, and Geo� Geupel for their contribu-

tions to this project, and for their helpful sug-

gestions to improve this article. We are grateful 

to the Sonoran Joint Venture, the Cornell Lab 

of Ornithology, the Great Basin Bird Observa-

tory, Point Blue Conservation Science, and the 

U. S. Bureau of Land Management for support-

ing this project. We are indebted to the follow-

ing companies and organizations for donating 

prizes for desert avicaching: American Birding 

Association, Athlon Optics, BirdsEye Nature 

Apps, Point Blue Conservation Science, Wild 

Wings Backyard Nature, and Phone Skope. 

Finally, we thank the many birders who played 

the desert avicaching game, without whom 

none of this would have been possible. 

References
Berlanga, H., J. A. Kennedy, T. D. Rich, M. C. 

Arizmendi, C. J. Beardmore, P. J. Blancher, 

G. S. Butcher, A. R. Couturier, A. A. Dayer, D. 

W. Demarest, W. E. Easton, M. Gustafson, E. 

Iñigo Elias, E. A. Krebs, A. O. Panjabi, V. Rodri-

guez Contreras, K. V. Rosenberg, J. M. Ruth, 

E. Santana Castellón, R. Ma. Vidal, and T. Will. 

2010. Saving our Shared Birds: Partners in 

Flight Tri-national Vision for Landbird Con-

servation. Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Ithaca.

Iknayan, K. J., and S. R. Beissinger. 2018. Col-

lapse of a desert bird community over the 

past century driven by climate change. Pro-

ceedings of the National Academy of Sci-

ences–USA. 115(34): 8597–8602. 

The proliferation of alternative energy farms across the Colorado and Mojave desert biomes has 

uncertain but likely negative impacts on resident species like the Ladder-backed Woodpecker. 

Avian conservation biologists need basic data on the occurrence of birds in a�ected areas.

Patagonia Lake State Park, Arizona; Mar. 2018. Photo by © Christopher McCreedy.

The Mojave and Sonoran deserts are famous for their specialized permanent resident bird spe-

cies, but hordes of migrants, like this Ruby-crowned Kinglet, also visit arid environments. Quan-

tifying the occurrence of migrants across the region has been a gratifying success of the desert 

avicaching project. Rose Canyon Lake, Arizona; Apr. 2018. Photo by © Christopher McCreedy.

http://borderlandsbirds.org
http://ebird.org/news/stem0717


www.rockjumperbirding.com/go-club


 

article and photos by

CHUCK GRAHAM
Carpinteria, California

chuckowow@aol.com

SCORPION ROCK

42   B I R D I N G  |  J U N E  2 0 1 9

T
he midnight pelagic concert took place 

atop Scorpion Rock under overcast 

skies and brilliant bioluminescence 

percolating beneath our kayaks. Shafts 

of light beamed o� the guano-covered rock 

outcropping located near the southeast tip of 

Santa Cruz Island as we made our approach.

After landing our kayaks on the volcanic 

crag, Adam Sachs and I scrambled 

up to the apex of Scorpion 

Rock, where we found 

three seabird biologists with headlamps burn-

ing bright as they delicately banded, mea-

sured, and weighed an Ashy Storm-Petrel. It 

had been attracted to the raspy churr, churr, 

churr coming from the biologists’ speaker, 

which was playing storm-petrel vocalizations.

O�shore rocks are inaccessible to land 

predators, giving seabirds a better chance for 

Sea kayakers circumnavigate Scorpion Rock, 

o� Santa Cruz Island in California’s Channel 

Islands. This modest volcanic outcropping is 

home to imperiled seabirds and a tenacious 

exotic plant. This article tells the story of ongo-

ing e�orts to protect the seabirds—by eradi-

cating the plant. Photo by © Chuck Graham.

mailto:chuckowow@aol.com
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survival, and Channel Islands National Park 

o�ers some of the most vital breeding and 

roosting habitat for nesting seabirds on the 

entire West Coast of the ABA Area. Scorpion 

Rock represents this important refuge, and has 

become the poster child for seabird restora-

tion at the national park and on California’s 

other Channel Islands.

Scorpion Rock was identi�ed as a restora-

tion site in 2005, and had been monitored in 

the late 1990s and early 2000s, when numbers 
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SCORPION ROCK

of nesting Cassin’s Auklets were documented 

to be in steady decline. Habitat degradation 

and the colonization of the beautiful but inva-

sive crystalline ice plant, Mesembryanthemum 

crystallinum, impacted habitat quality. Work 

to restore Scorpion Rock began in 2006.

The Ranching Era
All of California’s Channel Islands have expe-

rienced ranching of some sort. When ranch 

animals are transported to islands, they inevi-

tably bring non-native plant seeds with them. 

Northwest winds typically blow over the is-

lands, carrying those non-native seeds to o�-

shore rock outcroppings. In the case of Scor-

pion Rock, the invasive ice plant colonized the 

craggy outcropping, choking out most of the 

native vegetation.

“When we started restoration on Scorpion 

Rock,” says Katy Carter, a seabird biologist 

for the Montrose Settlements Restoration 

Program (MSRP), “there was only one core-

opsis.” The coreopsis is a native member of 

the daisy family, and it was all that was left of 

the native �ora.

Crystalline ice plant has a long, thick root 

ball, making it di�cult to extract from the 

ground. It also has had a profound e�ect on 

Cassin’s Auklet, a seabird which resembles 

a tiny penguin and burrows into the ground 

to build its nest. However, the crystalline ice 

plant wasn’t allowing these little gray birds to 

do that, so they simply went away.

“The largest challenge has been in the te-

nacity, competitive strategies, and seedbank 

persistence of crystalline ice plant,” says David 

Mazurkiewicz, a U. S. National Park Service 

Following a protracted population decline that extend-

ed into the early 21st century, numbers of Cassin’s 

Auklets have begun to rebound on Scorpion Rock. 

Photo by © Chuck Graham.

Bird conservationists rightly take pride in 

their achievements to date at Scorpion Rock 

and elsewhere in the Channel Islands region. 

But their work is far from complete and may, 

in some sense, never be completed. Invasive 

plants are a constant threat—and require con-

tinual vigilance. Photo by © Chuck Graham.

This is the way most birders see Cassin’s Auklets. But the at-sea component of 

the annual cycle is only one part of the species’ natural history. What happens on 

the remote breeding grounds, typically inaccessible to birders, is a critical part of 

the story as well. Photo by © Chuck Graham.
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wildlife biologist also monitoring seabirds at 

the park since 2006. “It contributes to the abil-

ity to colonize locations and outcompete other 

plant species.”

The Place to Be
It’s fairly obvious that Scorpion Rock is a pop-

ular place to be. Super-thick seabird guano 

cakes the north side of the rock, where throngs 

of various seabirds big and small roost on the 

barren slab overlooking the eastern Santa Bar-

bara Channel. Generally, a prevailing down-

coast current carries a variety of food for the 

seabirds to feast on, sometimes making things 

crowded on the knobby sea stack.

Besides Cassin’s Auklet, seabirds breeding 

and nesting on Scorpion Rock include rau-

cous Western Gulls, deep-diving Brandt’s and 

Pelagic cormorants, nocturnal Scripps’s Mur-

relets, Ashy Storm-Petrels, Black Oystercatch-

ers, and whistling Pigeon Guillemots. Brown 

Pelicans were recorded breeding on Scorpion 

Rock in the 1970s. During certain times of 

the year, one can count on seeing Wandering 

Tattlers, Elegant Terns, and thrilling Peregrine 

Falcons disrupting the seabird nirvana.

I paddle around Scorpion Rock a lot, lead-

ing kayak tours for Channel Islands Adventure 

Company. Years ago, a tour participant who 

had never seen the ocean before asked about 

the seabird guano, “Is that a fresh dusting of 

snow?” I laughed. He got the idea once I pad-

dled him southeast and downwind.

Several times a year, my tour group �nds 

kayaks tied to Scorpion Rock. I never have to 

ask visitors if they wonder why the kayaks are 

there. They always ask. You see, seabird biolo-

gists work crazy hours. They are on it, saving 

seabirds day and night, and keeping Scorpion 

Rock free of crystalline ice plant.

During the day, seabird biologists keep the 

non-native �ora at bay and monitor the grow-

ing numbers of Cassin’s Auklets. Things are 

looking up for the hardy seabirds with the 

white crescents above and below their eyes. 

For years, these seabirds had been gone from 

Scorpion Rock, but with a dedicated crew of 

seabird biologists eradicating ice plant and 

building makeshift auklet nests, the results for 

this restoration project have been astounding.

When David and his crew had their �rst ac-

tive Cassin’s Auklet nest, they were ecstatic.

“Relief !” David exclaimed, when the �rst of 

many little white eggs were revealed.

“With the input of all the hard work, time, 

energy, and resources, it was nice to see the po-

tential for it to actually work,” he says. “Habi-

tat restoration is a long process that requires 

resources and commitment. It doesn’t happen 

overnight and most people want instant return 

on their e�orts. It’s a marathon, and the long-

term commitment of the MSRP has been the 

key to project success.”

Of Flora and Fauna
David has nine biologists working with him, 

housed at the California Institute of Environ-

mental Studies. Through a cooperative agree-

ment with the national park and funded by the 

MSRP, there are �ve full-time �eld technolo-

gists/biologists and one seasonal technolo-

gist. They cover seabird restoration work and 

monitoring across most of the islands.

This crew has removed thousands of 

pounds of ice plant. A nursery of island na-

tive plants is kept in nearby Scorpion Can-

yon, and seabird biologists and botanists have 

paddled them out and planted 15,000 native 

plants on Scorpion Rock over the past several 

years. Eighteen di�erent types of plants now 

cover the rock. Some of those include giant 

coreopsis, island deerweed, prickly pear cac-

tus, lemonadeberry, giant rye grass, California 

sagebrush, seaside woolly sun�ower, coast 

goldenbush, and island morning glory. All 

these plants have a solid foothold on Scorpion 

Rock, but the crystalline ice plant continues to 

hang on, so the rock requires a little mainte-

nance from time to time.

“Native cover will persist on the rock at this 

point,” David says. “We are just trying to contin-

ue to break the ice plant cycle as long as we can.”

David’s team also diligently monitors sea-

bird populations attracted to Scorpion Rock. 

When crew members arrive at the Scorpion 

Anchorage by day, they check the status of ac-

All the world’s Ashy Storm-Petrels 

number only about 10,000, meaning 

that every known nesting site—including 

Scorpion Rock—demands protection and, 

in many instances, habitat restoration. 

Photo by © Chuck Graham.
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tive auklet nests by counting eggs, checking on 

downy-feathered chicks, banding birds, and 

weighing and measuring them. By night, they 

catch Ashy Storm-Petrels, mist-netting well 

into the wee hours. The storm-petrels are also 

banded, weighed, and measured. Their global 

population numbers about 10,000.

The night Adam and I observed Katy, 

Amelia DuVall, and Andrew Yamagiwa work-

ing with storm-petrels, they had set up their 

36-foot-wide net on top of Scorpion Rock and 

played the petrel’s song to attract the birds to 

the net. They caught more than 20 petrels on 

that overcast night, documenting all their in-

formation in a ragged, yellow notebook.

“These are some of the ways to monitor 

populations, and over time the health of those 

populations,” David says. “Because these spe-

cies are mostly pelagic, these are some of the 

only ways to get information into their life his-

tory, natural history, and population trends.”

Restoration Isn’t Free
Montrose Chemical Corporation was the 

company responsible for making DDT pesti-

cide. When DDT was outlawed in the 1970s, 

Montrose dumped millions of tons of it into 

the Southern California Bight near Catalina 

Island, upsetting the pelagic food web. The 

bight is the curved coastline between Point 

Conception and San Diego that also includes 

Santa Catalina Island.

After 25 years of litigation, Montrose was 

ordered to pay $140 million in restitution, 

with $40 million going toward restoring natu-

ral resources like Scorpion Rock. The MSRP 

was created, and restoring the national park 

became a priority.

Even with Scorpion Rock receiving a ma-

jor facelift, the job is never re-

ally complete. It will always have 

to be maintained, but the funds 

won’t last forever. In fact, in the 

next few years, additional �nanc-

ing will be needed to continue 

restoration.

“The funding for MSRP does 

have a sunset within the next 

few years, but we have built up 

strong partnerships with many 

collaborators and other agencies 

in the process of this work,” Da-

vid says. “We are all actively fun-

draising and getting creative in 

ways to continue these e�orts.”

The Scorpion Rock project 

shows that a shift can happen when facing 

invasion dynamics while enabling sustaining 

native populations to reestablish. It just needs 

a catalyst. Between ice plant and seabirds, the 

battle for natural balance continues at Channel 

Islands National Park.

Success!—but not without human assistance. Cassin’s 

Auklets are reclaiming Scorpion Rock because of ag-

gressive intervention by humans. The centerpiece of the 

restoration e�ort is the eradication of crystalline ice plant 

from the island. Photo by © Chuck Graham.

Researcher David Mazurkiewicz sur-

veys a research plot on Scorpion Rock. 

Photo by © Chuck Graham.
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T
he song of the male Canyon Wren is beloved 

by nearly any birder who has spent time in 

the western half of the U. S. or Mexico. It 

rings o� sheer rock walls, carrying over 

seemingly impossible distances with incredible 

clarity. The song of the female is less well known 

and easily overlooked. Its ascending and descend-

ing buzzy sounds are seldom heard from far away 

and lack the mystique of the male’s watery cascade. 

For all the male’s showiness, however, my scienti�c 

colleagues and I are more interested in the songs of 

females these days.

Recently we were setting up a research project 

to study them in Arizona, and we encountered an 

obstacle that we hadn’t come across before: The re-

search site doesn’t allow playback of bird sounds. 

Playback is the central technique of our planned 

experiments. We use it to induce and measure a 

range of female and male behaviors. But the policy 

was implemented for good reasons in response to 

the high numbers of birders in the area also looking 

to entice a bird response. An abundance of bird-

ers necessitates limiting playback, so that the local 

birds aren’t overwhelmed and so no one mistakes 

a recorded sound for a live bird. Does this mean we 

scrapped our experiments? Of course not. It just 

means we’ll do them elsewhere. And it also means 

that I’ve been thinking a lot lately about the inter-

section of birding and research relating to playback.

How do scientists and birders use playback? 
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Abigail Hayes, DeAnna Philpott, and Joelle Jenkins (rear to front) search 

for Cactus Wrens in the Sonoran Desert of Arizona. These ornithologists’ 

research requires the use of playback to elicit responses from the wrens. 

What are the consequences, both ethical and empirical, of using playback? 

This article takes a scientific look at that question. Photo by © Braelei Hardt.

A Cactus Wren comes in for a view. 

Photo by © Braelei Hardt.



What have scientists learned about playback 

to help us be more responsible birders? 

The Scientific Approach
Like birders, scientists typically conduct play-

back by broadcasting recordings of the vocal-

izations of local bird species. Birders under-

standably use the term “playback” to refer only 

to a situation in which a bird’s own sounds are 

replayed to it, but scientists use the term to 

represent any sounds played, no matter the 

source. This article uses the word playback 

the second way—to refer to a range of sound 

types. Scientists choose playback sounds to 

represent speci c song or call types, and they 

play them using standardized methods from 

high-quality speakers in appropriate habitat. 

Researchers generally try to make all aspects 

of the playback as natural as possible, mimick-

ing species-typical song rates, volumes, and 

delivery patterns.

Scores of di�erent experiments can be 

constructed by varying particular sound fea-

tures or the contexts in which they 

are played. When executing these 

experiments, scientists try to be as 

inconspicuous as possible, position-

ing themselves away from the speak-

ers and sometimes literally hiding. 

Because birders often use whatever 

sound is most readily available and 

play that from a handheld speaker, 

the research and birding approaches 

can di�er in these particulars.

Scientists use playback experi-

ments in di�erent contexts. Like 

birders, they might use playback to 

locate individuals of a certain spe-

cies. A well-designed playback cen-

sus can indicate how many birds 

live in an area and which habitats 

they use. This can be done for com-

mon species, but is more often used 

with nocturnal, hard-to-see, and rare 

birds. If we seek to understand how 

owl populations use habitat, then repeated, 

standardized playback surveys can generate 

those data (Borges et al. 2004).

Observation alone is unlikely to give such 

good estimates. We all know how hard it is to 

locate a Black Rail, but if we want to conserve 

populations of that near-threatened species, 

we have to know where the birds are. By test-

ing for a playback response, we can sample 

large areas and make sure that we protect oc-

cupied territories. As an added bonus, we 

avoid trampling habitat during a walking cen-

sus. In some cases, studies like these have pro-

duced exciting results; one research team used 

playback to determine that Black Rail popu-

lations are larger and more widespread than 

previously realized (Richmond et al. 2008). 

Although playback might sometimes be dis-

ruptive, it is a reliable way to monitor birds, 

and careful monitoring is essential for success-

ful conservation.

Another reason scientists use playback—

and the basis for most of my own research—is 

that it’s the best way to decipher what di�erent

sounds “mean” to birds. Birdsong is often com-

pared to human language because it is learned, 

complex, and variable. Does that imply that it

contains the depth of information that a human 

sentence contains? Probably not. Yet avian vo-

calizations certainly have the potential to con-

vey speci c information. We get clues about 

what bird sounds mean by looking at their 

context and form, but those data sources only 

take us so far. To go the next step, we must see 

how birds react to them, and we can do that 

The author’s research on Canyon Wrens helps in-

form conservation actions to benefit birds and other 

wildlife. In order to conduct the research, birds and 

their habitats must be disturbed to some degree. 

Photo by © Nathanial Warning.

This Canyon Wren kept company with the 

author and her technicians during the 2018 

summer field season. It is undeniable that 

birds and humans interact in many ways, 

with impacts that vary from neutral to drastic. 

Photo by © Braelei Hardt.
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with playback. Which of two song variants is 

more aggressive? More attractive? Do speci�c 

syllables carry certain information? Playback 

studies have answered these questions.

In my own research, I and my colleagues 

have applied this approach in several contexts. 

By confronting male Canyon Wrens with the 

songs of other male Canyon Wrens, we have 

determined that the harsh chee sounds at the 

ends of their songs indicate aggression (Bene-

dict et al. 2012). And by playing female songs 

to members of both sexes, we have discovered 

that females direct their songs toward female 

intruders, but not male intruders; this signal 

o�ers them a sex-speci�c communication 

channel (Benedict and Hathcock 2018). 

Playback studies have also shown that song 

length and complexity matter. Male House 

Finches and Aquatic Warblers that sing longer 

and more complex songs are more attractive 

to mates (Leisler and Catchpole 1996, No-

lan and Hill 2004). In classic studies of Song 

Sparrows and Common Grackles, William 

Searcy showed that females prefer playback of 

large song repertoires over playback of small 

song repertoires (Searcy 1984, Searcy 1992). 

Apparently, the more songs a male can sing, 

the more attractive he is. In an anti-predator 

context, some jays can vocally signal not just 

that a predator is present, but also whether it 

is perched, searching, or initiating an attack 

(Griesser 2008). Playback research has shown 

that bird vocalizations contain impressively 

speci�c information.

The Birders’ Debate
Let’s go back to that �eld site in Arizona. Giv-

en all we have learned from playback studies, 

why would the practice be restricted? At that 

site, playback had become too widely used, 

stirring up the ongoing debate throughout 

the birding community. Many authors have al-

ready outlined the pros and cons of using play-

back while birding; in particular, David Sibley 

did so in a lauded 2011 post on his blog. On 

the pro side, playback is an e�ective way to 

locate and view birds. This provides educa-

tional opportunities and can reduce general 

disturbances to habitats or non-target species. 

On the con side, playback is believed to alter 

birds’ natural behaviors, induce stress, and po-

tentially put birds in danger.

Various authorities, including the ABA, of-

fer tips for using playback responsibly. The 

main ideas boil down to these: Choose 

your playback sites and sounds care-

fully, be respectful of fellow birders 

in the area, don’t use overly long or 

loud bouts of playback, and don’t 

disturb high-risk birds. These are 

good principles to follow in both rec-

reational and scienti�c contexts.

But how can we really know 

how much we might be dis-

turbing wild birds when we use 

playback? Are there contexts in 

which research has demonstrated 

either positive or negative e�ects? 

Let’s investigate some of the 

claims one by one. 

1 • Playback changes

bird behavior

This is undoubtedly true. Play-

back wouldn’t be so widely used 

if it didn’t cause a response. 

Birds responding to play-

back typically approach the 

speaker and vocalize. This 

is convenient for birders 

because, of course, a noisy 

nearby bird is much eas-

ier to see than a quiet 

distant bird.
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A Canyon Wren belts out a tune. What are 

some of the factors that aect its singing? 

Playback is one, but so are other environmental 

influences. Photo by © David A. Leatherman. 



 

There are also more subtle ways that play-

back changes birds’ behavior. For example, 

birds exposed to playback don’t just sing 

more, they sing di�erently. Canyon Wren 

males adjust the frequency of their songs to 

sing at lower pitches when they think a rival 

is near, a result con�rmed by my lab (Benedict 

et al. 2012). Nicole Geberzahn and colleagues 

(2009) have shown that female Black Coucals 

do the same. Interestingly, these changes in be-

havior can be provoked by brief bouts of play-

back and can have lasting e�ects. Our study of 

Canyon Wrens played just �ve songs over the 

course of one minute, but that one minute el-

evated male song rates for the next 20 minutes. 

An experiment that played Eurasian Sparrow-

hawk sounds intermittently over the course of 

several months caused Great Tits to reduce 

their singing even on days when they didn’t 

hear any playback (Abbey-Lee et al. 2016). 

Birds can have long memories.

Most playback research studies have the 

goal of testing avian response to other birds, 

but a couple have tested the impact of birders. 

One simulated “birders’ playback” with two 

South American bird species (Harris 

and Haskell 2013). As expected, 

the researchers found that birds reacted to 

playback initially by approaching the sounds 

and acting aggressively. With repeated play-

back over 20 days, however, the reactions de-

creased. One bird pair even built a nest close 

to a playback speaker. Those long memories 

might be helpful. Over time, birds learn to 

ignore a consistently repeated playback and 

get on with their lives. For birders, this can 

be good and bad. It suggests that high levels 

of playback in an area don’t hurt birds terribly, 

but it also indicates that playback loses its ef-

fectiveness. If we all use playback all the time, 

the birds will ignore us. And it’s possible that 

they will start to ignore each other.

Another study examined not only the ef-

fects of birder playback, but also the impact 

of birder presence and pishing (Johnson and 
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A Rock Wren

approaches

playback equip-

ment at one

of the author’s 

research sites

in northern

Colorado. Note

the thin black

cable and

white speaker.

Photo by © 

Stephanie Pitt.



    

Maness 2018). That project found that birder 

presence alone decreased bird vocal activity. 

Perhaps that’s why we use playback so often—

because the birds go quiet when we arrive. 

As expected, playback and pishing increased 

bird vocal activity. While the responding birds 

were busy singing, they decreased their forag-

ing and preening behaviors. This o�ers good 

evidence that birder playback causes multiple 

changes to wild bird behavior.

2 • Playback stresses birds

This claim is widely made and is probably 

based mostly on simple observation. Birds 

responding to playback often appear upset. 

They act aggressively, they move quickly, and 

they make agitated sounds. Does this mean 

they are stressed?

The most direct way that scientists evalu-

ate stress in birds (and other animals) is to test 

for high levels of stress hormones, including 

corticosterone. Using this approach, research 

has shown that life in general can be stress-

ful for small birds. Finding food and avoid-

ing predators are challenging daily activities. 

When Song Sparrows received a little extra 

food and protection, their corticosterone lev-

els dropped (Clinchy et al. 2004). For many 

birds, establishing and maintaining a territory 

can also be stressful, and that manifests as an 

increase in testosterone (for an introduction to 

the topic, see Wing�eld et al. 1987). Thus, we 

can examine whether playback induces chang-

es to corticosterone or testosterone levels, 

and use the data to help understand 

stress. If playback causes increased 

hormone levels, then it’s having a 

measurable stressful e�ect; if not, 

then the short-term aggressive behaviors birds 

show might not have deeper bodily e�ects.

The evidence on this topic is mixed. Re-

searchers haven’t demonstrated overwhelm-

ingly that playback causes damaging hormonal 

stress responses in birds. Dark-eyed Juncos 

(Rosvall et al. 2012) and Cassin’s Spar-

rows (Deviche et al. 2012) respond 

aggressively to playback, and display 
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Kasha Strong uses playback to attract a 

Rock Wren to a mist net. Playback is less 

stressful for birds than being caught in a 

mist net. Photo by © Lauryn Benedict.



 

Paradigm-shifting research on the evolution 

of birdsong requires experiments—often with 

playback—on wild birds like this Rock Wren. 

Photo by © Lauryn Benedict.
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the typically agitated behaviors that appear to 

represent stress, but their hormone pro
les 

don’t change with their behavior.

In European Nuthatches (Landys et al. 

2010) and Rufous-winged Sparrows (Devi-

che et al. 2014), playback doesn’t a�ect testos-

terone in birds that are behaviorally respond-

ing, but it does elevate corticosterone levels. 

Among the sparrows, corticosterone levels 

rise less after playback than in the presence 

of a rival or when the bird is captured. These 

results bring up some important points. First, 

stress responses might vary among species. 

Second, playback from humans might be 

somewhat stressful, but apparently less so 

than territorial challenges from other birds—

which birds face frequently in nature. Third, 

censusing birds with playback should be less 

stressful for them than capture-and-release 

surveys with mist nets.

A number of playback studies have varied 

the sounds played in an attempt to identify 

which sound features might be stressful. One 

experiment found that the identity of the sing-

er had an e�ect; Song Sparrows which heard 

playback of neighbors had elevated levels of 

testosterone compared with Song Sparrows 

which heard strangers (Moser-Purdy et al. 

2017). Another study tested whether the du-

ration of playback a�ected corticosterone and 

testosterone levels in Curve-billed Thrashers 

and Abert’s Towhees (Fokidis et al. 2011). 

Short answer: It didn’t. Playback lasted any-

where from 13 seconds to 34 minutes before 

the experimenters measured hormone levels, 

and even that range of variation in time had no 

e�ect. I don’t recommend using playback for 

34 minutes straight, but it’s nice to know that, 

at least in some species, longer playback is not 

more stressful than shorter playback.

3 • Playback impacts a bird’s

survival or nesting success

This idea follows closely on the previous two. 

If birds hearing playback alter their behavior to 

spend less time foraging or feeding chicks, and 

if they are overly stressed as a result, then they 

might be more susceptible to predators and 

their nests might be more likely to fail. This 

concern about predators might come from re-

search showing that birds of multiple species 



  

are slower to respond to a predator when they 

are engaged in �ghts (Jakobsson et al. 1995, 

Dunn et al. 2003). These experiments are 

compelling, but they are typically done with 

a physical intruder and don’t rely exclusively 

on playback. When a bird is physically �ght-

ing with another bird, it is directing its atten-

tion to that rival. When a bird is responding 

to playback, in contrast, it is searching for the 

rival. This searching behavior will tend to 

make a bird more alert as it scans the area for 

an intruder. A focused search could cause it 

to ignore a predator, but a broad search could 

protect it from predators.

Few experiments have exactly simulated 

this situation, but at least one o�ers some 

insight. A study by Çağlar Akçay and col-

laborators (2016) showed that Song Sparrows 

responding to playback of another Song Spar-

row pause their aggressive behavior when the 

sound of a predator is heard. The sparrows are 

not so wrapped up in attacking the playback 

speaker that they sacri�ce their safety.

Playback might also a�ect the behavior of 

non-target species. As already noted, playback 

of hawk sounds makes Great Tits more cau-

tious. Playback of non-predatory species can 

put the whole neighborhood on alert. For exam-

ple, Common Mynas react more quickly to an 

approaching predator after they have heard the 

alarm calls of a Red-vented Bulbul (Hubbard et 

al. 2015). These behaviors have the potential 

to protect birds from predators, but might take 

time away from foraging and nesting.

What do we know about the impacts of play-

back on nesting? One experiment found that 

female Superb Fairywrens who sang more in 

response to playback had more chicks than 

those who sang less (Cain et al. 2015). In this 

species, some extra singing and aggression 

doesn’t seem to have a negative impact on nest-

ing. On the other hand, playback can disrupt 

nesting if it tires out parents or interferes with 

social interactions. Male Black-capped Chicka-

dees faced with playback can lose status in the 

eyes of their mates, leading the females to seek 

other partners (Mennill et al. 2003). That’s 

a clear negative consequence for the male’s 

breeding success, but we don’t know how 

widely this result applies to other species.

Overall, it is unclear whether playback 

makes birds more susceptible to predation 

and nest failure. Some studies found negative 

e�ects of playback and others found posi-

tive e�ects. The impacts of playback depend 

on the species and the circumstances. In the 

�eld, you can watch birds as they respond to 

playback and make informed judgments about 

local dangers. Changes in behavior and alert-

ness that you may observe aren’t necessarily 

harmful. If you see behaviors that put a bird 

or its nest at risk, then it isn’t the right time or 

place for playback.

4 • Playback is the easy way out

In a somewhat di�erent vein, there are argu-

ments against playback based on ethical or 

aesthetic concerns. Playback is sometimes 

considered “cheating.” It’s a simple way to 

make the birds come to you, relieving you of 

the real work of birding. Is this a problem? 

That is not for science to say. It’s a purely per-

sonal choice.

My Takeaways
Over 700 scienti�c articles about playback re-

search have been published since 2010. This 

may seem like a lot, but it is only a drop in 

the playback bucket. Recreational birders are 

bound to use playback much more than scien-

tists do, and the former far outnumber the lat-

ter. As with researchers, playback practices vary 

widely among birders, but the decisions they 

make can have broad consequences. The sheer 

number of birders puts pressure on everyone 

to make sure we employ playback responsibly. 

Doing so can have important conservation, so-

cial, and economic bene�ts around the world

(Watson et al. 2018). There are situations in 

which we might use playback and others in 

which we might not, and either decision can be 

justi�ed by the science described here.

In my scienti�c role, I favor the use of play-

back. We have learned much about the per-

sonal communications of birds by using this 

Ornithological technician Abigail Hayes 

sets up an experiment involving playback. 

Both birding and field research alter bird 

behavior but have larger goals of helping 

to conserve and appreciate the natural 

world. Photo by © Braelei Hardt.
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technique. As a birder, though, I prefer not to 

use playback. For me, it isn’t a moral issue. I 

recognize that birders can use playback ethi-

cally and I support anyone’s choice to do so. 

Instead, it’s because when I go birding I just 

want to see what happens in the natural state 

of the world. My �eld experiments are always 

tightly controlled with a clear process to follow 

and speci�c observations to collect. On birding 

excursions, I want the opposite of that. I want 

to imagine I’m not a player in the avian dramas 

that unfold in front of me. I want to spend what-

ever time it takes to observe whatever I can. Of-

ten, I see the most exciting and intimate details 

by making myself inconspicuous. And then 

I ponder those observations, I go read the lit-

erature, and I develop my next, better playback 

experiment. But maybe not in Arizona.
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CONSERVATION MILESTONES

BioBlitz: Bringing 
People Together
on the Borderlands

On Mar. 2 and 3, 2019, nearly 200 people 

from both sides of the U. S.–Mexico bor-

der gathered to document the �ora and fauna 

of the region as part of the second annual Bor-

der BioBlitz. Coordinated by Next Genera-

tion Sonoran Desert Researchers (N-Gen) in 

collaboration with many partners, the Border 

BioBlitz is a two-day community citizen-sci-

ence e�ort to record as many species as pos-

sible along a one-kilometer band on both sides 

of the international border.

In 2019, independently organized teams 

of researchers and community members 

from four states in the U. S. and three states 

in Mexico visited 29 sites all along the border 

to document the stunning biological diver-

sity of the borderlands. Participants used the 

eBird and iNaturalist smartphone apps to 

document their observations. They recorded 

nearly 1,100 species across all taxa, including 

230 species of birds. These bird observations, 

in particular, highlight the character of the 

RAYMOND L. VanBUSKIRK
Albuquerque, New Mexico

Raymond@BrantTours.com

Celebrating and

Appreciating ABA

Members’ Bird

Conservation

Initiatives

Conservation Milestones are published 

annually in Birding to recognize ef-

forts toward building a better future for 

birds and for birders. If you have a con-

servation milestone to share, or know 

someone who deserves to be lauded 

for conservation and community ac-

tivities, please contact Conservation 

Milestones Editor Raymond VanBuskirk 

(Raymond@BrantTours.com). We are 

especially enthusiastic about stories 

that include photos and contact infor-

mation or other resources that inspire 

others to make their own contributions.

borderlands as a place of overlap and coming 

together, a unique con�uence of ecological 

communities and biomes. Some recorded spe-

cies, such as the Green Jay, reach the northern 

limits of their ranges in the borderlands, while 

other species, such as the Mallard, approach 

the southern limits of their ranges in this area 

during the winter.

The ecosystems of the borderlands do not 

recognize international borders, and neither 

do the plants and animals that live there. The 

Border BioBlitz is an e�ort to collect meaning-

ful data to �ll gaps in our knowledge about the 

biodiversity of the region—biodiversity that 

currently faces many threats, from expansion 

of border security infrastructure, to land devel-

opment, to climate change.

Bringing people together to enjoy and 

document nature—through phone apps, 

cameras, �eld journals, and our own eyes and 

hearts—builds and strengthens relationships 

Tijuana Border BioBlitz team members try 

out the iNaturalist app at the Binational 

Friendship Garden along the border wall. 

Photo by © Michelle María Early Capistrán.
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and cultural perceptions across geopolitical 

boundaries.

For more about the Border BioBlitz and N-

Gen go online at: tinyurl.com/border-bb-2019.

Bucks Basketball:
It’s a Slam Dunk
for the Birds

You’re already a huge fan of birds, and, 

by the time you �nish this article, you’re 

sure to be a fan of the Milwaukee Bucks bas-

ketball team, too.

In a worldwide �rst, the team’s new 17,500-

seat sports and entertainment arena, the Fiserv 

Forum, has been approved for the U. S. Green 

Building Council’s Leadership in Energy and 

Environmental Design (LEED) program’s 

Bird Collision Deterrence credit, which was 

created in partnership with the American Bird 

Conservancy (ABC). The arena will receive 

the LEED Silver® certi�cation, a globally rec-

ognized symbol of sustainability achievement 

and the most widely used green building rat-

ing system in the world.

“The Bucks stepped up for birds in a way 

that no sports franchise ever has,” says Bryan 

Lenz, current Collision Campaign Manager 

for ABC and former director of Bird City 

Wisconsin. “When Bird City Wisconsin 

approached the team about designing [the 

arena] with birds in mind, the proposal was 

greeted with open arms, which speaks vol-

umes about the character of the Milwaukee 

Bucks organization.”

Up to one billion birds die annually after 

colliding with glass in the U. S., a number 

that contributes to ongoing declines in bird 

populations. To address this threat, the new 

arena features several bird-saving measures, 

including glass that is visible to birds and 

programmed lighting that turns o� overnight 

during migration periods. Ongoing e�orts, in 

partnership with the Wisconsin Humane So-

ciety, include a plan to monitor the arena for 

any signs of window collisions.

Bucks’ ownership took other steps to re-

duce the arena’s environmental footprint, 

including landscaping with native plants, 

implementing a composting program, and 

banning the distribution of plastic straws and

other petroleum products. A number of orga-

nizations played critical roles in the process, 

including Bucks’ leadership; architectural, 

construction, and consulting �rms; Bird City 

Wisconsin; and ABC.

“The Milwaukee Bucks have demonstrat-

ed outstanding conservation leadership and 

shown that it is possible to build a world-class 

facility with birds in mind,” Lenz says. “We 

hope that their example will inspire others to 

take action.”

Large buildings such as Fiserv Forum are 

important, yet homes and low-rise buildings 

cause most bird collisions. To learn how to 

make your windows safer for birds with little 

expense and e�ort, visit birdsmartglass.org.

ABC is a 501(c)(3), not-for-pro�t organiza-

tion whose mission is to conserve native birds 

and their habitats throughout the Americas. 

Learn more about its Collisions Campaign on-

line at tinyurl.com/ABA-glass-birds.

Bird Conservation 
Fund: Crowdfunding 
for Conservation

The Bird Conservation Fund (BCF) was 

launched in late 2016 as a volunteer-

run organization dedicated to raising small 

donations to fund tangible, on-the-ground 

bird conservation projects. The focus is on 

awarding small grants to conservation groups 

that can promote BCF’s mission to con-

serve endangered or vulnerable bird species 

around the world.

“BCF came out of an idea that I had about

the potential power of applying crowdfund-

ing to raising ‘new’ money to support bird

conservation,” says Graham Chisholm, one 

of the fund’s originators. “Our aim has been 

to motivate gifts from birders and others who 

want to see their donation make a di�erence 

for birds by using a zero overhead model and 

getting the small grants into the hands of bi-

ologists and conservationists working close to 

the ground.”

It was relatively easy to get the fund o� the 

ground, as those involved had extensive expe-

Regardless of the Milwaukee Bucks’ stats 

and standings, this basketball team is a win-

ner in our book. Pictured here is the Fiserv 

Forum, the Bucks’ new bird-friendly arena. 

Photo by © Milwaukee Bucks–Kenny Yoo.

http://tinyurl.com/border-bb-2019
http://birdsmartglass.org
http://tinyurl.com/ABA-glass-birds
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rience in the nonpro�t world as well as conser-

vation. Chisholm and his team of volunteers 

had worked with the Spoon-billed Sandpiper 

Task Force in the past, so they decided to test 

their approach by crowdfunding for a two-year 

grant to support a young biologist in Bangla-

desh working on this critically endangered—

and undeniably charismatic—species.

After the initial enthusiasm for working 

with Spoon-billed Sandpipers, the reality of 

doing on-the-ground conservation began to 

sink in for the task force. It was important not 

to overextend volunteers, to be realistic about 

time commitments, and to set e�cient and ac-

complishable goals.

Birders seem to have an insatiable desire to 

do good, especially as it relates to bird conser-

vation, but they don’t always have an outlet for 

their desires. BCF showcases what we can ac-

complish when everyone gives just a little. The 

organization encourages birders and wildlife 

lovers to make donations in the $10–50 range. 

Some donors have gone above and beyond, 

having donated $1,000 or more. The group 

is happy to partner with large conservation 

organizations, but desires that funds raised 

support the work of biologists and conserva-

tionists on the ground with no overhead taken 

by BCF or other organizations.

Since it began, BCF has awarded six grants, 

totaling $42,019. These grants have sup-

ported projects in Bangladesh, Madagascar, 

Myanmar, and Russia. Next up: funding bird 

research in the Western Hemisphere. Exam-

ples of past grants are Spoon-billed Sandpiper 

surveys in Bangladesh ($15,934), wintering 

Spoon-billed Sandpiper surveys in Myanmar 

($4,050), support for establishing a nature 

park in the Russian Far East ($15,000), and 

support for surveys and conservation planning 

in northeastern Madagascar ($5,035).

BCF is currently raising money for a proj-

ect to protect Brazilian Mergansers, and fun-

draising will soon get under way for a project 

protecting Juan Fernandez and Stejneger’s 

petrels on the Juan Fernández Islands o� the 

coast of Chile. By conserving these species, 

the planned projects will safeguard important 

habitat used by migratory birds that spend at 

least some part of their year in the U. S.

BCF has focused on being a digital organi-

zation via its website and Facebook platforms. 

In doing so, the organization has managed to 

maintain a “no-overhead” model of project 

funding, and any general operating costs have 

been covered by board members or donors 

committed to helping these causes.

The BCF online network continues to grow, 

and has become an e�ective way to showcase 

the power of small grants ($2,500–20,000) to 

advance the conservation of endangered and 

vulnerable species. Learn more online at bird-

fund.org. 

Gulf Coast Bird
Observatory:
Ensuring a Future
for American
Oystercatchers
in Texas

For eight years running, Susan Heath has 

cut through the coastal waters of the Up-

per Texas Coast in a quest to better under-

stand the lives of the American Oystercatch-

ers in this area. Before her work began, little 

Bangladesh Spoon-billed Sandpiper Con-

servation Project grantees gear up to track 

one of the world’s rarest birds. The people 

pictured here used to hunt shorebirds in this 

area, but now earn income by protecting 

them. Photo courtesy of Bangladesh Spoon-

billed Sandpiper Conservation Project.

https://www.birdfund.org/
https://www.birdfund.org/
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was known about the general life history or 

particular breeding success of American Oys-

tercatchers in the western Gulf of Mexico. 

Are they migratory or do they defend their 

territories year-round? With support from 

the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation, 

Heath, Director of Conservation for the Gulf 

Coast Bird Observatory (GCBO), spearheads 

a project to �nd the answers to this and other 

questions. She and her colleagues are �lling in 

knowledge gaps about oystercatcher biology 

and providing valuable insight that will aid 

conservation organizations charged with pro-

tecting the species.

Heath has gathered so much information 

on these birds over the past eight �eld sea-

sons that she could practically pass as an oys-

tercatcher. Don’t laugh—Many of her study 

subjects now seem to recognize her by sight. 

We now know that oystercatchers along this 

section of the Texas coast do not migrate 

and that many remain territorial year-round. 

Young birds not old enough to breed roam 

the coastline in search of food resources, but 

rarely stray far from home. Unlike the oys-

tercatchers found along the Atlantic Coast, 

the Texas birds nest almost exclusively on 

small bay islands and man-made spoil is-

lands. These spoil islands were created from 

dredge material accreted as the Intracoastal 

Waterway was built and then re-dredged, 

but with current regulations the materials 

needed to form these islands are not being 

replenished. Alarming data show that most 

of the oystercatcher nesting habitat is rapidly 

becoming unsuitable as the bay islands erode 

in the constant wind-driven tides. Sea-level 

rise and the growing frequency and tenacity 

of storms are magnifying this issue.

The few tall islands that still exist are over-

crowded, as they are also home to thousands 

of terns, herons, egrets, and gulls. Given the 

territoriality of oystercatchers, there is only 

space enough for small numbers of these strik-

ing birds. The oystercatchers of the Texas 

coast appear to do best when there are many 

small bay islands for nesting surrounded by 

intertidal reefs that provide food resources.

What’s next?

Because the GCBO does not have experi-

ence with implementing large-scale habitat 

restoration projects, the organization has 

reached out to like-minded conservation or-

ganizations and is partnering with several of 

them on restoration e�orts. As a result of the 

data collected by GCBO, there is more interest 

than ever in the oystercatchers’ plight. Well-

supported groups, like Texas Parks and Wild-

life, the Galveston Bay Foundation, and the U. 

S. Fish and Wildlife Service, are working right 

now to create suitable island nesting habitat.

To learn more about GCBO and to help them 

conserve Gulf Coast birds and their habitats, 

check out the GCBO website at gcbo.org. 

“Hey, Mom—Can they see me?” Young 

oystercatchers rely on cryptic coloration 

to protect them from land and aerial pred-

ators. Photo by © Susan Heath.

Susan Heath is about to release three ju-

venile American Oystercatchers recently

equipped with leg tags to identify the birds 

from a distance. Photo by © Martin Hagne.

http://gcbo.org
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I
n a previous piece in this column (Leuker-

ing 2018), I discussed the problem created 

by feather terminology and how it relates to 

actual identi�cation �eld marks. That piece 

focused on raptors, particularly on those 

species that can be confused in the �eld with 

Northern Harrier. Here I take another stab at 

the topic, but this time from a sandpiper per-

spective. As with the Northern Harrier’s white 

“rump” (Leukering 2018), the White-rumped 

Sandpiper’s signature �eld mark is misnamed. 

Using that mark as the sole, or even primary, 

identi�cation feature, whatever its moniker, 

can lead one astray.

Let’s start with a question: When is a white-

rumped sandpiper a White-rumped Sandpiper?

Before I give an answer, three points of ter-

minology:

1 • The term “sandpiper” is restricted to 

members of the shorebird family Scolopaci-

dae. This family includes, in various subfami-

The White Rump Revisited

lies, the curlews, godwits, turnstones, sand-

pipers, dowitchers, snipe, woodcocks, shanks, 

and phalaropes. (“Shank” is a British term 

referring to members of the genus Tringa and 

is taken from primarily Old World members of 

the genus—the redshanks and greenshanks.) 

Also, while all sandpipers are shorebirds, not 

all shorebirds are sandpipers. This note does 

Featured Photo: These sandpipers have white rumps—and white upper-tail coverts—but they are not White-rumped Sandpipers. They are 

Wilson’s Phalaropes. The Wilson’s Phalarope is one of many sandpiper species that exhibit white on the back part of the upper side of the body, 

which can create confusion for birders seeking a White-rumped Sandpiper. As with all bird identifications, using multiple characters—plumage, 

behavior, calls—makes for greatly improved accuracy. Willcox, Cochise County, Arizona; Aug. 3, 2018. Photo by © Jim Stasz.

Join the online conversation
about this mystery bird:

aba.org/magazine

Another look at white rumps and upper-tail coverts: A sandpiper case study

TONY LEUKERING
Wiley, Colorado

greatgrayowl@aol.com

http://aba.org/magazine
mailto:greatgrayowl@aol.com
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not deal with other shorebird taxa 

that exhibit white on the back end 

of the upper side of the body, for 

example, oystercatchers.

2 • The term “peep” is restricted 

to the very small sandpipers of 

the genus Calidris, most of which 

were treated in seminal identi�ca-

tion papers in British Birds (Grant 

1984) and American Birds (Veit 

and Johnson 1984). Thus, the list 

of the world’s peeps is restricted 

to Temminck’s, Long-toed, Red-

necked, and Little stints, and 

Spoon-billed, Baird’s, Least, 

White-rumped, Semipalmated, 

and Western sandpipers. For an 

overview of the ID challenges pre-

sented by the �ve regularly occur-

ring and widespread peeps in the 

ABA Area (Baird’s, Least, White-

rumped, Semipalmated, Western), 

see Cox (2008). Neither the Sand-

erling nor the Dunlin is a “peep,” 

and neither are Pectoral and Spotted sandpip-

ers (the latter being a shank relative).

3 • On a bird in �ight, the upper-tail coverts 

fall back of, often well back of, the trailing 

edges of the wings, while the rump is at least 

partly forward of the trailing edge of the wings. 

On many birds, including shorebirds, the 

feather tract that is the upper-tail coverts ap-

pears curved on the �ying bird, roughly paral-

leling the curve of the back end of the body. On 

other birds, such as the Northern Harrier, this 

tract of feathers appears as a rectangular block, 

rather than curved.

The short answer to the question posited 

above is “never.” Despite the White-rumped 

Sandpiper’s o�cial name, the species, like 

the Northern Harrier, has a dark rump (Sup-

plemental Photo 1). The relevant part of the 

plumage description from the Birds of North 

America Online account (Parmelee 1992) is:

Also distinguished from Baird’s [Sand-

piper] and others by white band across 

uppertail coverts (not actually on rump), 

visible mainly in �ight.

The last phrase of the above quote is also 

critical to the correct identi�cation of White-

rumped Sandpiper, as it is easiest to assess 

that the white patch is uninterrupted by dark 

when the bird is in �ight. While many sand-

piper species have extensive white or whitish 

areas on the back end of the upper side of 

the body, the White-rumped Sand-

piper’s white patch there crosses the 

back end of the body and is sharply 

de�ned proximally by the dark 

rump and, less sharply, distally by 

the darker tail. However, that white 

patch meets the white of the �anks 

on either side of the body. Beware of 

using the presence of white upper-

tail coverts to identify a standing 

White-rumped Sandpiper or other 

peeps. All peep species sport white 

upper-tail coverts, and all but White-

rumped have dark central upper-tail 

coverts. These form a distinct dark 

stripe cutting across the white patch, 

connecting the dark rump with the 

more-or-less darker tail.

Both yellowlegs and both dowitch-

ers are much larger than the White-

rumped Sandpiper, and the white 

area on those species’ upperparts is 

extensive, not just a simple, well-de-

�ned band of white near the tail base. 

The smaller sandpiper species with a 

reasonably well-de�ned patch of white on the 

distal upperparts can be construed to be the 

possible confusion species for White-rumped 

Sandpiper. In my experience, the main confu-

sion is with Wilson’s Phalarope—the species 

depicted in the Featured Photo.

Yes, it is practically impossible to con-

fuse an alternate-plumage Wilson’s Phala-

rope—particularly the snazzy females—with 

a White-rumped Sandpiper, but juvenile and 

basic-plumage phalaropes have less-spectac-

Supplemental Photo 1: This white-rumped sandpiper has the 

long-winged look and the well-defined white “rump” patch typical 

of the White-rumped Sandpiper. As noted in the text of this note, 

the white on the upper side of the bird’s body is restricted to the 

upper-tail coverts; the rump is dark. Edwin B. Forsythe National 

Wildlife Refuge, Atlantic County, New Jersey; May 19, 2017.

Photo by © Michael O’Brien.

leica-sportoptics.com
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ular plumage. I understand that confusion: 

The phalarope is similar in size to the White-

rumped Sandpiper (9.25 inches vs. 7.5 inches 

in length) and many phalaropes have a dark-

enough tail to contrast strongly enough with 

the white upper-tail coverts as to engender 

that confusion. Single-character identi�ca-

tions are always fraught with peril, however, 

and paying attention to the foraging behavior 

of a “white-rumped sandpiper” is always use-

ful. White-rumped Sandpipers forage me-

thodically by probing for unseen prey, moving 

forward fairly slowly. Wilson’s Phalaropes, on 

the other hand, are frenetic visual foragers, 

dashing about chasing �ies and other agile 

prey. The species is the Reddish Egret of the 

shorebird world. (Phalaropes are of course 

best known for their habit of spinning while 

feeding over deep water, but I’m talking here 

about land-based feeding.) Leg color (see Leu-

kering 2017) is another useful di�erentiator: 

yellow in Wilson’s Phalarope in fall, blackish 

in White-rumped Sandpiper all year.

Other confusion species are primarily the 

other peeps for reasons of obvious morpho-

logical and plumage similarity. So are other 

smaller shorebird species with at least some 

white in the upper-tail coverts. In addition to 

the confusion with the other peeps (Baird’s, 

Supplemental Photo 2: Like many 

sandpipers, the Sanderling sports white 

upper-tail coverts. Were this bird a bit 

higher in our view, we might see the white 

lateral upper-tail coverts, but not the dark 

central upper-tail coverts, a situation that 

could engender confusion with the White-

rumped Sandpiper. Granted, one is unlikely 

to confuse an alternate-plumaged Sander-

ling (as here) with a White-rumped Sand-

piper, but as with many of the possible 

confusion species, basic-plumage adults 

and, particularly, juvenile Sanderlings are 

another story entirely. Plymouth Beach, 

Plymouth County, Massachusetts; May 31, 

2010. Photo by © Ian Davies.

www.yellowbilledtours.com
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Western, and Semipalmated sandpipers, and, 

to a lesser extent, the small and distinctive 

Least), ID challenges may be presented by the 

Sanderling (Supplemental Photo 2), Dunlin, 

and Curlew Sandpiper. As with the Wilson’s 

Phalarope, one is unlikely to confuse a spank-

ing, alternate-plumage Curlew Sandpiper with 

anything other than a Red Knot—and even 

that is a stretch. But individuals in other plum-

ages (Supplemental Photo 3) can appear simi-

lar to the White-rumped Sandpiper.
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Supplemental Photo 3: Of the non–White-rumped Sandpiper species presented in this note, 

the Curlew Sandpiper is perhaps the most similar in shape and foraging style to the White-

rumped Sandpiper. One wonders how many Curlew Sandpipers have been passed o� as 

White-rumped Sandpipers on the East Coast in the fall, a time when the latter is fairly common. 

In early fall, mistaking an adult Curlew Sandpiper for a White-rumped Sandpiper would usually 

be di�cult, owing to the reddish plumage most of the former still show then. As early as late 

August, however, most of that reddish plumage has usually been replaced by the much drab-

ber basic plumage, and confusion seems much more likely. Chatham, Barnstable County, Mas-

sachusetts; Aug. 25, 2012. Photo by © Jeremiah Trimble.
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W
hen I moved from Europe to 

Guatemala some 20 years ago, 

it was Steve N. G. Howell and 

Sophie Webb’s great guide to the birds of 

Mexico and northern Central America that 

opened the door to an entirely new avifauna. 

That book has remained essential for my 

studies of Guatemalan birds, for teaching lo-

cal guides and research assistants, and for ex-

edited by RICK WRIGHT and FRANK IZAGUIRRE • BookReviews@aba.org

In-depth reviews in the ex-
panded online edition of Birding:

aba.org/magazine

Read the reviews, discuss
the reviews, buy the books:

blog.aba.org

Analysis & Appreciation of the Birding Literature

plaining �eld marks to tour participants. Now 

we have two new resources for the birder in 

Central America; my review compares them 

with each other and with the venerable How-

ell and Webb.

Published in hardcover and softcover and 

as a Kindle ebook, Vallely and Dyer’s Birds of 

Central America covers almost 1,200 species, 

along with taxonomic notes and a bibliogra-

phy listing some 700 references. Except for 

some shorebirds, gulls, and terns, Dale Dyer’s 

paintings here are published for the �rst time.

Fagan and Komar’s Birds of Northern Cen-

tral America covers more than 800 species, 

plus notes on vagrants and taxonomy and a 

list of 11 references. The introductory table 

reviewing the distribution of 41 species con-

tains some signi�cant inaccuracies: The Pacif-

ic Parakeet in fact occurs on both the Paci�c 

and Caribbean slopes, Bearded Screech-Owl 

only on the Caribbean, Rufous Sabrewing 

and Azure-rumped Tanager only on the Pa-

ci�c slope.

Given that birders are unlikely to cover all 

of Central America on a single trip, Fagan 

and Komar’s narrower geographic focus is 

perhaps more user-friendly, making it easier 

to deal with larger families that are more 

species-rich to the south. There are 10 hum-

mingbird plates, for example, compared to 

16 in Vallely and Dyer. The wider scope of 

Vallely and Dyer, however, o�ers a better bio-

geographic understanding of the avifauna of 

each of the Central American countries. That

book devotes full accounts to all species with 

at least three documented records in Central 

America, listing others at the end of the book. 

Fagan and Komar invoke the same standard, 

but do not apply it consistently: The Thick-

billed Kingbird, Loggerhead Shrike, and 

American Robin—each with only a single 

record—are given full accounts, while the 

Flammulated Owl, with several historical re-

cords, is not.

In general, either book will help birders 

identify well-seen birds. The illustrations 

in Fagan and Komar are not unfailingly life-

like, and in some cases understate variation: 

Only a nice fork-tailed male Black Swift is 

shown, for example, possibly leading to con-

fusion when a female is seen with the typically 

slightly rounded tail and scaly underparts. 

There are also some outright errors. Fagan 

and Komar’s female Goldman’s Warbler has 

upper and lower eye crescents, like an Audu-

bon’s Warbler: The Goldman’s in fact has 

only a lower eye crescent in all sex and age 

classes. The Black-capped and Black-headed 

siskins labeled females in Fagan and Komar 

look more like juveniles; females of both spe-

cies resemble dull males. The Rufous-capped 

Warbler labeled “salvini group” has a whitish 

belly; B. r. salvini is actually yellow-bellied. 

Rufous-collared Robins have grayish or gray-

ish-brown irides, not dark as illustrated. Some 

of the Fagan and Komar illustrations of wide-

spread species, originally produced for the 

Costa Rica guide, depict the wrong subspe-

cies for northern Central America: The Band-

tailed Pigeon should have a dark bill tip, for 

example, and the Lineated Woodpecker a yel-

lowish bill. The vignettes in Fagan and Komar 

of scenes such as “dancing” manakins, the 

display of Blue-black Grassquits, and a �ying 

�ock of White-collared Swift are nice extras.

Overall, I prefer Dale Dyer’s plates, espe-
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cially those depicting such di�cult-to-illus-

trate groups as swifts and hawks. The illus-

trations here also show greater plumage vari-

ability. Three color morphs, for example, are 

depicted for the female Great Curassow, only 

one in Fagan and Komar. Where that book 

falls short in showing accurate �ight shapes 

and plumage variation in hawks, Vallely and 

Dyer devote several illustrations to each high-

ly variable species, usually including adults 

and juveniles, perched and in �ight, and vari-

ous color morphs. A bright-morph juvenile 

Hook-billed Kite in �ight and a �ying Black-

and-white Hawk-Eagle from above might have 

been useful additions.

There are a few minor shortcomings here, 

too. The Crested Guan is shown only in its ru-

fous southern form; the darker birds of north-

ern Central America pose a risk of confusion 

with the male Highland Guan if not well seen. 

Additional illustrations of the undertails of 

immature trogons would have been helpful. 

It would have been nice to have paintings 

of Belted and Ringed king�shers and of the 

Great-tailed Grackle and Giant Cowbird in 

�ight. Real errors are very few, but the stream-

ers of the male Resplendent Quet-

zal look too narrow, and the upper 

surface of the toes of the Unspotted 

Saw-whet Owl should be pinkish, not 

yellow.

Species accounts and maps face 

the plates in both books, making 

them easier to consult than Howell 

and Webb. The accounts are gener-

ally concise and accurate. Fagan and 

Komar incorrectly claim that the 

white outer tail feathers of resident 

wetmorei Savannah Sparrow distin-

guish them from migratory Savan-

nahs; birds of northern populations 

may also show that character. Rather 

than emphasize the vocal di�erences, 

Fagan and Komar point out the wing 

bar shape in the Eastern and Western 

wood-pewees, a feature that is highly 

variable with age and feather wear and 

thus not useful in the �eld.

As expected in �eld guides, the tiny maps 

can depict only approximate distributions. 

Vallely and Dyer’s maps show both his-

torical and modern bird records, and 

include neighboring regions for birds 

whose distribution extends into Mexico 

or Colombia. The style and quality of 

the maps in Fagan and Komar are incon-

sistent. Most are abruptly cut o� at the 

edges of the area treated. Some ranges 

are delineated by smooth approximate 

lines, but others, such as those for the 

Little Tinamou, Bu�y-crowned Wood-

Partridge, and Tody Motmot, feature 

tiny clusters of dots, thus claiming an 

accuracy and precision beyond anything 

a small-scale map can provide. Accord-

ing to the book’s introduction, the maps 

rely heavily on eBird. At the moment, 

however, eBird data for northern Central 

America su�er from large observer gaps, 

and it seems that records published in 

the ornithological literature, but not 

present in eBird, were generally ignored 

in producing the maps, leading to inac-

curate gaps in the ranges shown for the Spot-

ted Wood-Quail, Black Hawk-Eagle, Gray-

headed Kite, Crested Owl, White-crowned 

Pigeon, Ruddy-tailed Flycatcher, Piratic 

Flycatcher, Lovely Cotinga, Cinnamon Be-

card, White-vented Euphonia, Gray-headed 

Tanager, Black-throated Shrike-Tanager, and 

Shining Honeycreeper of the lowlands and for 

highland species such as the Highland Guan 

and Black-capped Siskin. The Nutting’s Fly-

catcher, a resident of arid scrub in Guatemala, 

is mapped as a non-breeding visitor, while 

the Brown-crested Flycatcher, a resident or 

summer resident in lowland Guatemala, is 

mapped as partially resident, transient, or a 

winter resident, and the White-bellied Emer-

ald, resident in Guatemalan Paci�c slope foot-

hills, is shown as a non-breeding visitor there.

In 20+ years of teaching about birds and 

guiding international birdwatchers, I have 

heard countless complaints about the weight 

of Howell and Webb. The paperback Val-

lely and Dyer weighs just 10% less, but is also 

available as an eBook in Kindle format for use 

Members-only 

expanded content.
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on your smart phone or small tablet; the digital 

version works well, with high-resolution pages 

displayed in the same layout as the printed 

book, with the added advantage of searchable 

text. The truly pocketable Fagan and Komar 

comes in at just 1.2 pounds, a bit more than a 

third the weight of Vallely and Dyer.

Much of Central America is very humid 

most of the year. The cover of Fagan and Ko-

mar is rather thin paper, which curls up quick-

ly in damp conditions; keeping the book in a 

plastic bag will help. The softcover version of 

Vallely and Dyer is bound in a more robust 

material, similar to the Sibley guides.

The print quality of both the softcover and 

hardcover Vallely and Dyer appears to be 

very good. In some copies, however, the page 

trim is very tight, leaving less than a millime-

ter from the illustration to the edge, and in a 

few cases a�ecting page numbers and labels 

or even clipping the bird; for instance, the 

Broad-billed Motmot, Black-throated Green 

Warbler, and Hepatic Tanager are missing bill 

tips. I have seen several copies of Fagan and 

Komar that are too dark, with the colors too 

intense. For example, the male Blue Seedeater 

appears black; in life it is dark grayish blue.

The good old Howell and Webb is far from 

obsolete as an identi�cation tool and nat-

ural history reference, but there are now two 

other good options. If you appreciate scien-

ti�c accuracy, pick Vallely and Dyer. Besides 

being useful for identi�cation, it also compiles 

current knowledge about distribution, with 

full references. Its format also makes it a �ne 

choice for enjoying Dale Dyer’s art while plan-

ning future trips. Fagan and Komar falls short 

in scienti�c accuracy, omits most references, 

ignores some essential distribution informa-

tion, incorrectly illustrates some �eld marks, 

and is inconsistent in its mapping—but if you 

are looking for a very compact book that en-

ables you to identify most birds, choose this 

one. Ultimately, both books will promote bird-

ing in northern Central America. The best 

idea may be to take both, and at the end of 

your trip give them to a local birder who may 

have no bird book at all.

Starlings and
Humans on the
Continuum of Life
a review by Capper Nichols

Mozart’s Starling

by Lyanda Lynn Haupt

Little, Brown, and Company, 2017

288 pages, softcover

ABA Sales–Buteo Books 14944

O
ut in the California desert, a dozen 

starlings perched in the branches 

of a spindly honey mesquite. The 

tree grew out of a concrete island at a road-

side oasis, a combo gas station, convenience 

store, and fast food restaurant just north of the 

Salton Sea. When I got out of my car, none of 

the birds moved, though I stood within a half 

dozen feet of them. They remained just as they 

were, hunched and dark and iridescent, wait-

ing for someone to drop a French fry. I shud-

dered.

In the opening pages of Mozart’s Starling, 

Lyanda Lynn Haupt acknowledges the star-

ling’s bad reputation and describes some 

of the good reasons for it. She knows that 

the North American reader almost certainly 

comes to the subject with a feeling of dislike, 

even disgust. If it had been almost any other 

species in that honey mesquite tree, the prox-

imity would have charmed me. Even the few 

scavenger seagulls lingering nearby were more 

appealing creatures.

But Haupt’s opening acknowledgement of 

such attitudes is only, it’s clear, a prelude to an 

e�ort to change the reader’s mind about the 

European Starling. Or maybe not change it 

completely, but at least open it up some. I was 

resistant to this obvious strategy of reverse 

psychology, but in the end she brought me 

around, at least to some degree.

Not that the author attempts to fully re-

habilitate the starling. She writes, “I 

am not a starling apologist.” But, yes and no. 

It depends on which of the starlings we’re 

talking about. There seem to be four in this 

book: Foremost is the starling she raises from 

a chick, her beloved Carmen; second is Mo-

zart’s starling, Star, his pet bird for three years 

in Vienna (and, rhetorically, Carmen’s prede-

cessor and twin); third, the species, the “Eu-

ropean starling,” as a subject of natural history 

and scienti�c research; and fourth, the inva-

sive, pillaging North American starling horde. 

It’s only the last that Haupt will have no truck 

with. “I wish them eradicated from the coun-

try as much as anyone,” she writes, “as long as 

Carmen stays here with me.”

It’s worth brie�y recounting the story of 

starling invasion, though it’s probably famil-

iar to most birders. The blame can be spe-

ci�cally placed on a nineteenth century Bronx 

pharmacist, Eugene Schie�elin, who in 1890 

loosed 80 imported starlings in Central Park. 

Today their descendants number two hun-

dred million and blanket the continent; single, 

dense �ocks can be a crushing one million 

birds strong. According to a Cornell Univer-

sity study, they cause $800 million in agricul-

tural damage annually. They often outcom-

pete other bird species, especially cavity nest-

ers like woodpeckers and bluebirds. In 1960, 

an airliner went down in Boston shortly after 

takeo� when it hit a large �ock of starlings; 62 

people on board died in the crash.

Haupt describes these dire impacts and 

more. But her story is larger, encompassing 

all four of the di�erent starling narratives. The 

main and most personal story focuses on Car-

men, whom she writes of in the familiar terms 

of a mother raising her child. However, Haupt 

is not just a surrogate mother but a “master 

birder,” a title she gives herself on her website 

and which the book shows is well deserved. 

Besides her ornithological expertise, earned 

in part through work in bird research and re-

habilitation, she proves a master of secondary 

research as well, skillfully describing recent 

science on bird song and mimicry and on 

linguistics and language. Haupt brings those 

same meticulous research skills to the Mozart 

portions of the book, synthesizing and some-

times correcting the vast Mozart biographic 
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literature. She also travels to Vienna and Sal-

zburg to track down traces of Mozart and his 

life with his own starling.

“Carmen’s unfolding story in our house-

hold—both physical and aural—

mingles constantly with the story of Mozart 

and Star.” Though these two stories, along 

with the starling science, are woven together 

throughout Haupt’s book, Carmen dominates 

the �rst half, while Mozart and his bird get the 

bulk of attention in the second. Still, Carmen 

remains the main character, followed by Mo-

zart himself. The composer’s bird is a histori-

cally shadowy �gure, and the sketchy record 

gives Haupt less to work with.

So, the book is an engaging account of rais-

ing a starling and a nice bit of history writing 

about a fairly obscure part of the fascinating 

Mozart’s life, as well as a satisfying explanation 

of starling natural history, especially the mat-

ter of vocalizations. These parts are smoothly 

blended together, and they add up to a suc-

cessful work. But Haupt has something more 

in mind than only educating the 

reader about starlings and sussing 

out an obscure bit of Mozartiana.

The big idea she wants to get 

at, it seems, is the nature of 

cross-species relations between 

humans and animals. What sort 

of communication and connec-

tion is possible in such relations? 

Speci�cally, what is happening 

when humans and starlings in-

teract closely over a long period 

of time? Carmen is at the center 

of the book because she o�ers 

the necessary case study. Haupt 

and Carmen live together, which 

provides of course great oppor-

tunity for observation, but more, 

the chance to develop a relation-

ship—which they do. Mozart is 

in the book because he also lived 

with a starling and experienced a 

similar kind of intimacy. And be-

cause he’s Mozart.

Haupt writes, “I believe it is a natural hu-

man tendency to seek and to recognize connec-

tion across species boundaries.” But she also 

knows that there’s much skepticism about 

the possibility of such a bridge, that “the 

Cartesian belief in the absolute separateness 

of lives…maintains a foothold in in the tradi-

tions of our modern culture.”

In arguing for connection, she concentrates 

much of her e�ort on the matter of language. 

She builds a case �rst by explaining starling 

mimicry, which is a highly developed ability 

(starlings are in the same family as the mynas). 

Haupt describes both Carmen’s vocal prog-

ress—“Our baby had said her �rst word!”—

and the scienti�c study of avian, especially 

starling, vocal behavior. In a subsequent 

chapter, “Chomsky’s Starling,” she takes up 

linguistic theory, citing one major study that 

correlates human and bird vocal learning and 

another that �nds pattern-recognition ca-

pacities in starlings that Noam Chomsky has 

claimed are unique to humans.

While acknowledging that starlings do not 

approach the complexity of human language 

practice, Haupt celebrates such science for its 

part in pushing us ever closer to “a new para-

digm shift in the nature of human discourse.” 

In this paradigm, humanity is not unique but 

“on a continuum of being, of life.” Such de-

centering of the human experience is only the 

latest movement on a slope we started slipping 

down in the sixteenth century when a reluc-

tant Copernicus published his bombshell 

theory. And we’re still, it seems, engaged in 

the long-term e�ort of processing the knowl-

edge that we’re not the center and purpose of 

the universe. But if such recognitions better 

describe our place in nature, do they bring 

us any closer to all that is not human? Does 

the link between, say, starling and human lan-

guage patterns put us in closer contact with 

each other?

Yes, in the sense that there can be a greater 

sympathy between species. Or, to be more 

accurate, better human sympathy for other 

species and for our correspondences with 

them. Knowing what Haupt has to tell me, I 

can see those gas station starlings in a di�er-

ent light, I can better appreciate our deep ac-

cord. And I am less likely to dismiss them as 

unworthy of my regard. But it doesn’t seem 

that they can see me as anything other than 

a creature that occasionally and randomly 

drops French fries.

This is not to say that Haupt’s Carmen, or 

Mozart’s Star, didn’t respond more fully to 

their human companions. There’s every indi-

cation that they both did, and that’s fascinat-

ing behavior. If not exactly revelatory. While 

bonding with a starling might be fairly unusu-

al, human–animal bonding is not; consider, 

taking the most obvious example, the millions 

of human–dog companion pairs. Dogs aren’t 

as vocally adept as starlings, but they manage 

to make their feelings known and seem often 

well attuned to those of their humans.

The di�erence between the desert gas 

station starlings and Haupt’s Carmen is on 

the one side wildness, on the other domestic-

ity (that is, captivity). It certainly is interesting 

that we can cultivate close, communicative re-

lations with other species, as does Haupt with 
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Carmen. But to do so, she had to pluck the 

young bird from its nest and then con�ne it 

in her own house. Carmen is certainly made 

comfortable, with her own roomy aviary, as 

well as the freedom, at times, to roam about 

the house. But only when all the windows are 

closed so she cannot escape (and when the cat 

is shut away, for obvious reasons).

So the experience of connection, while 

genuine, heartfelt, even reciprocal, is possible 

only under conditions of enforced proximity. 

To call it a type of “animal testing” might be 

extreme, but the point is that the experience is 

a controlled experiment. The starling is cho-

sen, it can’t choose.

Could Carmen choose? Not as a chick. But 

maybe as an adult; it’s possible, if maybe ro-

mantic, to imagine her coming and going from 

an open window, living her life between the 

indoors and outdoors, at home both with her 

humans and in the “wild.” But not really. As 

Haupt explains, Carmen has never developed 

any of the skills or knowledge necessary to 

survive as a wild starling; she simply wouldn’t 

last very long if she did get loose from the 

house.

The issue of reciprocity is nearly always an 

element of human–animal stories. Inevitably, 

since in entering into close and friendly rela-

tion with the animal, the human grants it a 

sort of “personhood.” Haupt certainly does 

so with Carmen, and she’s a good enough 

writer to succeed in portraying Carmen as an 

individual, not just a species. That feels like 

an important accomplishment with any ani-

mal—but more so with a starling. Yet despite 

her appreciation for Carmen, there’s a linger-

ing sense of guilt, which only emerges into 

the open on the last page of the book. Haupt 

writes, “I’ll o�er one last thought: Carmen 

brings joy and depth and insight to our fam-

ily. I believe she has a good life…But not one 

single day passes that I do not wish I could see 

her �y free.”

All that has come before in this lovely 

and satisfying book suggests that the experi-

ence was worth the cost, but it seems Haupt 

couldn’t quite �nish until she acknowledged 

Carmen’s unknowing sacri�ce.

“Ask Rick Wright”
—Thoughts on
Being Birderly
a quasi-review by Ted Floyd

Peterson Reference

Guide to Sparrows

of North America

by Rick Wright

Houghton Mifin Harcourt, 2019

434 pages, softcover

ABA Sales–Buteo Books 14934

As I was sitting down to write this not-

exactly-a-book-review, one of my kids 

asked me a question about the mathematical 

details of the orbit of the moon. I didn’t have 

the answer handy. What to do? “Ask Rick 

Wright” was her automatic response.

Hours earlier, I had been on the phone 

with an ABA colleague, Sales & Marketing 

Director John Lowry. We’d wandered onto 

the topic of vagrancy, and neither of us could 

remember the particulars of when the such-

and-such sandpiper strayed to some beach on 

the Great Lakes. But if we’d seriously needed 

the answer, John knew what to do: “Ask Rick 

Wright.”

Rick Wright knows everything about birds. 

I’m not necessarily saying Rick’s the world’s 

best “�eld birder,” although he’s right up 

there with the greats. And I’m certainly not 

saying he’s our �nest ornithological illustrator. 

I don’t think he can draw anything at all. But 

when it comes to knowledge about birds, Rick 

is in a league of his own. Rick is the foremost 

“public intellectual” in contemporary birding.

It’s not just that Rick knows facts about 

birds. He understands it all. He puts stu� 

in context. More than anything, Rick sees 

the human story in birding and ornithology. 

“Ask Rick Wright” about a sandpiper, and 

you’ll learn about Rachel Carson’s or Robert 

Ridgway’s research on the species. “Ask Rick 

Wright” about celestial mechanics, and you’ll 

be informed that Copernicus or Ptolemy kept 

�eld notebooks with sightings of swallows 

and such. On top of it all, Rick understands 

how all those things link to our endeavors at 

the present time—how today’s birding com-

munity has been shaped by historical and cul-

tural forces as deep and as broad as the entire 

human experience.

It is hardly surprising, then, that Rick has 

served for many years as Book Review Edi-

tor here at Birding. Every bird book is im-

bued with context—even if the book’s writer 

doesn’t always appreciate it. And Birding 

book reviews during the Wright era have told 

the story not only of what we know about 

birds but also how we have come to attain that 

knowledge. Case in point: Knut Eisermann’s 

review in this issue of a pair of recent �eld 

guides to the birds of Central America. Those 

books are greater than the sum of their parts—

the parts being plates and range maps and the 

like. Those books also tell the story of decades 

of birding and ornithology in the region. Also 

in this issue: Capper Nichols’ review of Ly-

anda Lynn Haupt’s Mozart’s Starling, the sort 

of work that demands an analysis of the link-

ages between bird and birder, between science 

and society. And the third review in this issue, 

Rick’s own Peterson Reference Guide to Spar-

rows of North America. I’ll have more on this 

in a moment, but, �rst, we must confront the 

obvious problem of objectivity. Rick himself is 

Book Review Editor for this magazine.

For as long as I’ve been aware of the ABA, 

the book reviews in this magazine have been 

esteemed for their objectivity. (And a shout-

out to Rick’s predecessor, the late Eric Salz-

man, on that front.) So how do we maintain 

objectivity in the matter of a book authored by 

the journal’s Book Review Editor? Answer: 

We cannot. Even the decision to review a 

book—I think I should say, especially the deci-

sion to a review a book—is one that requires 

considerable input from the Book Review 

Editor. So here’s the deal: This is not a review 

in the usual sense. Yes, it’s about a book, but 

it’s also importantly about that book’s author, 

friend and colleague of all involved in the pro-

duction of this magazine. Especially this maga-
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zine’s Editor! I’m calling it a quasi-review, but, 

really, it’s as much a tribute to Rick Wright—to 

Rick’s many contributions to Birding and the 

ABA and the broader birding community.

The tribute is especially appropriate at 

this juncture because Rick is stepping down 

as Book Review Editor. Frank Izaguirre, a 

birder’s birder and bibliophile’s bibliophile, 

has already assumed many of the responsibili-

ties of Book Review Editor. We’ll all be hear-

ing much more from Frank in the months and 

years to come. But not now. This one is all 

about Rick and his new book on sparrows.

The �rst thing you see on the cover of Rick 

Wright’s book is the name PETERSON,

emblazoned in Brobdingnagian red letters, 

plainly legible across the room—a quite large 

room. Peterson is Roger Tory Peterson, of 

course, the guy who wrote miraculously short 

and e�cient descriptions of sparrows and 

other birds. In Peterson’s paradigm-shifting 

pocketsize Field Guide to the Birds, the entry 

for the Song Sparrow is all of 12 lines, sand-

wiched between the Fox Sparrow (11 lines) 

and the Vesper Sparrow (also 11 lines). In the 

Peterson Reference Guide to Spar-

rows of North America, the treat-

ment of the Song Sparrow runs to 

14 full pages. And the bird known 

in Peterson’s time as the Savannah 

Sparrow encompasses a mind-

bending 21 pages. These are big 

pages, too, well over the twice the 

areal extent of those in Peterson’s 

Field Guide.

Whatever this book is, it is em-

phatically not a �eld guide. And I 

note that, for a great many of us, the 

archetypal “�eld guide” is still what 

we think of—and what we want, 

or think we want—when we think 

about a book about birds. We want a 

book—do we not?—that enables us 

to name this bird or that bird, and 

then move along to the next one. By 

virtue of its heft alone, Sparrows of 

North America demands otherwise. 

It forces us to slow down and smell 

the sun�owers and the sagebrush, the Spar-

tina and Salton Sea, and all the other places 

where there are Savannah and Song sparrows.

But let’s not throw out the baby with the 

bathwater. There is a sense, a most felicitous 

sense, in which Peterson’s and Wright’s two 

guides are joined at the hip. Wright’s Reference 

Guide, like Peterson’s Field Guide, is, in the 

�rst and �nal analysis, a book about names. 

It is a manifesto for naming the things—the 

unitary, zygotic organisms, the populations of 

individuals, and the “species,” whatever those 

may be—we call sparrows. The name of a bird 

is the starting point, the urtext, for the object 

or population of objects we are contemplat-

ing. And a continuing preoccupation with 

naming, no matter how good we get at feather 

tracts and �ight calls, is the “prime directive,” 

if you will, of modern birding.

I had occasion to ponder these matters just 

the other day, when I needed to fact-check 

something about one of the species in Spar-

rows of North America.

The sparrow I sought is treated on pp. 349 

�. in Rick’s book. Let that sink in for a 

moment. We’re still in the species accounts on 

p. 349, and this is a book on sparrows—spar-

rows and nothing else. Yet Rick laments in 

the introduction to Sparrows the constraints 

imposed on the writer of “a volume as reluc-

tantly slender as this one.” Let me guess: Rick 

remarks to the participants in his much laud-

ed Birds and Art tours that the stained glass 

windows of Chartres Cathedral add a “dash 

of color” to the otherwise dreary edi�ce. Any-

how back to p. 349, where we �nd treatment 

of the bird called Aimophila aestivalis by Pe-

terson but Peucaea aestivalis by Wright. In Pe-

terson’s day, that bird was helpfully and evoca-

tively referred to in the vernacular as the Pine 

Woods Sparrow. Its name today is fraught and 

forgettable, the Bachman Sparrow.

Wait. a. minute. Shouldn’t that be Bach-

man’s Sparrow, with an apostrophe–s, de-

noting possession by the 19th-century cleric 

and racist for whom the bird is now named? 

Nonsense. That enchanting denizen of Deep 

South pinewoods no more belongs to the Rev. 

Bachman than it belongs to you or me. Okay, 

Bachman actually did, at one point, come 

into possession of some of his namesake spar-

rows—because he shot them. So Wright refers 

to one of those birds, on p. 350, as “Bachman’s 

sparrow.” For the rest of the account, though, 

the species, in distinction from Bachman’s 

dead birds, is properly referred to as “the 

Bachman Sparrow.” Think of the Audubon 

Society (not Audubon’s Society) or Rick’s 

book (in the Peterson Reference Guide series, 

not Peterson’s). And note the de�nite article. 

We are informed elsewhere in the account that, 

for example, “the Bachman Sparrow is rare to 

locally uncommon in the Piney Woods region 

of east Texas.” In the same way, one might say 

that the cheetah is the fastest land animal. No-

body would ever say, “Cheetah is the fastest 

land animal.” It is an error, plain and simple, 

and, worse, an a�ectation, to say or write, let’s 

say, “Stripe-headed Sparrow has a very long, 

broad, towhee-like tail.” No, you, need a “the” 

in front of the bird’s name, as on p. 347 of the 

account for Peucaea ru�cauda.

Wait. another. minute. Stripe-headed 

Sparrow in a �eld guide to the sparrows of 
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North America? You won’t nd that species 

in your Sibley or Nat Geo. What’s up with 

that? News�ash: Mexico is in North America. 

Think of NAFTA. Or ask yourself: Is Mexico 

in South America? Yes, the Stripe-headed 

Sparrow, occurring north almost to Mazatlán, 

is an exemplary North American sparrow, and 

it receives full treatment in Sparrows of North 

America. I note in passing that the handful of 

records from Hawaii of the Savannah Sparrow 

are not, so far as I can tell, covered in Spar-

rows of North America. A minor lapsus, to be 

sure, but a pity nevertheless: As ornithologist 

Doug Pratt has convincingly argued, the Ha-

waiian avifauna is more authentically North 

American than Asian or Australasian, plus, of 

course, Hawaii was recently admitted into the 

ABA Area.

Rick’s book is instantly notable for breaking 

the rules—with regard to, among other things, 

hyphens, apostrophes, denite articles, and 

geographic boundaries. The rules are wrong, 

and Rick is right, but it’s not as simple as that, 

we well know. Sparrows takes us outside our 

birderly comfort zone, and it may be resist-

ed by some for that reason. The book chips 

away at old traditions, it frustrates old ways of 

thinking. And I haven’t even mentioned what 

will be for many readers the most inviolable 

boundary of all: taxonomy! Sparrows of North 

America elevates the Timberline Sparrow to 

full-species status, whilst four species of un-

hyphenated fox sparrows are recognized. The 

Large-billed, Belding[’s], and San Benito 

sparrows, treated by the American Ornitho-

logical Society as populations of the Savannah 

Sparrow, enjoy full-species rank in Sparrows, 

whereas the Ipswich Sparrow, for much of the 

20th century its own species, is a subspecies 

in Sparrows.

Anyhow, writers like Rick and books like 

Sparrows get us to re�ecting on why we bird-

ers do the things we do. For example: Why do 

we even have eld guides and other reference 

works in the year 2019? It’s been a solid quar-

ter-century now since the imminent demise 

of the print ornithological literature was rst 

foretold, yet the business of publishing bird 

books �ourishes. That’s something Frank Iza-

guirre (the guy I said I wouldn’t write about) 

and I have been wrestling with as we plot the 

future of “Books & Media Reviews” in Bird-

ing magazine.

Let’s cut to the chase. Despite the thorough 

treatment in each species account of “Field 

Identication” and “Range and Geographic 

Variation,” Sparrows of North America is nei-

ther a bird ID book nor a birdnding guide. 

Thus: You think you’ve found a Field Spar-

row out of range; you’re wondering whether 

you’ve got oriantha or nominate leucophrys 

White-crowned Sparrow at your local patch; 

you’re just now getting into birding, working 

out the di£erences among Song, Savannah, 

and Vesper sparrows—in all those instances 

and a thousand others, you consult the inter-

net for immediate resolution of the matter at 

hand. Today we nd and identify birds online. 

We post to Facebook groups like “What’s this 

Bird?” and “Advanced Bird ID”; we learn 

bird identication from iNaturalist’s almost 

unbelievable autorecognition software and 

from the dedicated, talented, and overworked 

regional editors with eBird; we compulsively 

check #ABARare and @ABABirdAlert for 

up-to-the-minute updates on where to nd 

birds. That’s all well and good, but it begs the 

question; it’s undergirded by the assumption 

that resources for birding succeed or fail ac-

cording to their utility and authority in the 

matter of nding and identifying birds.

You see, that’s not the case anymore. Bird 

books—the truly good ones, anyhow—have 

been liberated by the internet. I’m here to tell 

you that Rick’s book isn’t your go-to reference 

for nailing the ID of that Field Sparrow, for 

delineating the ranges of oriantha and nomi-

nate leucophrys, or for learning how to recog-

nize those streak-breasted sparrows with the 

great songs. Go online for all that. And then 

dig deep into Sparrows of North America for 

the rest of the story. It’s a story that, perversely 

and paradoxically, sort of got lost during the 

rst �ourishing of modern birding books in 

the latter decades of the 20th century.

Rick Wright coined the word—I’ve used it 

in this quasi-review already—birderly. It 

refers to the collective of the social and psy-

chological dimensions, a multivariate sum 

greater than its parts, of being a birder and, 

especially, a community of birders. ABA Pres-

ident Je£rey A. Gordon has independently 

developed a related idea, and, honestly, this 

way of thinking is out there more broadly. But 

Rick has done much to advance the cause, and 

I think he’s engaged it more intentionally, and 

I would say more rigorously, than any of the 

rest of us.

Being birderly goes way beyond Vesper 

vs. Savannah, even beyond oriantha vs. 

nominate leucophrys. It’s all about what those 

words—are they ideas? constructs? actual 

things?—really mean for us, what they really 

are. Get a group of birders on a Socorro To-

whee or White-throated Sparrow or Cassiar 

Junco or any other sparrow, and let the debate 

and discussion begin! How did certain spar-

rows come to be known as “towhees”? Why 

do White-throated Sparrows have two color 

morphs? Who or where is “Cassiar,” and 

what exactly is the junco named for it? And, 

ultimately, what does it all mean for us, indi-

vidually and corporately? How do bird names 

dene us?—as a community of like-minded 

individuals, but also as a community some-

what apart from the rest of our species.

Those sorts of ponderings are the essence 

of being birderly. They’re what’s talked about 

on bird club outings, at birding festivals, and 

in ornithological society meetings every day of 

the year and practically every hour of the day. 

And they’re the heart and soul of the Peterson 

Reference Guide to Sparrows of North America, 

although perforce with a greater formality in 

the book itself than when we’re actually out 

birding.

Do you wish to know, really know, all 

about the sparrows of North America? Then 

�ip to any page in Sparrows of North Ameri-

ca. Read this book to learn about sparrows. 

And something else: To get a full sense, rich 

and deep and broad and full of feeling, for 

what it’s like to be a birder in 2019, read 

Rick’s book, the whole book, from start to 

nish. To know what it means to be birderly, 

Ask Rick Wright. 

BOOK & MEDIA REVIEWS
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FEATURED PHOTO

W
e see a �ock of two dozen shorebirds in �ight, and, as they �y away from 

us, we surely notice their white “rumps.” But are those white rear ends

in fact the birds’ rumps? We learned in a recent issue of Birding (Aug. 

2018, p. 54) that a bird’s rump is one of the most misunderstood of all feather 

tracts. In that issue, we applied the challenge mostly to hawks. In this issue, we 

extend it to sandpipers and relatives. We’ll learn how to put names to birds like 

this, and, in the process, we’ll �gure out which feathers we’re actually looking at. 

Click on aba.org/magazine to join the conversation about the ID of these birds.

• Read Tony Leukering’s analysis of this and other sandpiper photos, pp. 62–65 of this issue.

Join the online
conversation about
these mystery birds:

aba.org/magazine

The  
brilliant  

answer is 
 always... 
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