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people to enjoy and protect wild birds.

The American Birding Association, Inc., seeks to 
encourage and represent the North American birding 
community and to provide resources through publica-
tions, meetings, partnerships, and birder networks. The 
ABA’s education programs develop birding skills, an 
understanding of birds, and the will to conserve. The 
ABA’s conservation programs offer birders unique 
ways to protect birds and their habitats.
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Artist, ornithologist, and world champion 
autoharpist H. Douglas (“Doug”) Pratt is 
an authority on the Hawaiian avifauna. He is 
a former Research Associate at the Louisiana 
State University Museum of Natural Science 
and now Research Curator Emeritus of the 
North Carolina Museum of Natural Sciences. 
Doug’s illustrations appear in major field 
guides and reference works.
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dissertating on how field guides 

have influenced environmental thinking in America.
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BIRDING TOGETHER

Hi, I’m Katinka! I was born and 
raised in Belgium, but have been 
traveling the world extensively 

ever since I was a child. The past few years, 
I lived in Honduras, running birding tours 
in Central and South America and the Ca-
ribbean. I am thrilled at the opportunity to 
take my passion for birding, travel, nature, 
and people to the next level as the new ABA 
Travel and Events Coordinator. One of the 
things I am most excited about in this role is 
making birding accessible to everybody. I as-
pire to spread the joy of birding to people of 
all backgrounds and ages, all over the world, 
through a wide variety of trips and events.

In my spare time, I enjoy singing, dancing, 
exploring new languages and cultures, read-
ing, and watching a good movie—other than 
birding and traveling, of course! I guess I am 
one of those fortunate people able to make a 
living doing what they absolutely love. I can-
not wait to meet a great many of you, whether 
on an exhilarating birding weekend near 

Foot size can be a useful identification 
aid. As I assume responsibility for 
half of longtime  Birding  Editor Ted 

Floyd’s yearly issues while he goes part time 
to pursue exciting projects, ABA members 
will instantly recognize the large foot size I 
need to fill. I am elated to join Ted and the 
rest of the crew at Birding: Michael Retter, 
Noah Strycker, Ioana Seritan, Ed Rother, 
Nick Minor, Peter Pyle, and others—along-
side the rest of the ABA’s excellent staff, in-
cluding two talented new colleagues in Kat-
inka Domen and Laura Guerard. I could not 
have gotten this far without my wife, Adri-
enne, and our daughter, Maya, who has al-
ready provided moral support from the baby 
carrier while I worked on several articles, 
even if she was asleep.

I will always strive to make sure  Bird-
ing  provides content that ABA members 
feel represents us, sparks interest, and, 
most important, gets us excited to go 
birding. Birding is our magazine, and I invite 
contributions from all our members.

Birders sometimes catch flak for being too 

New Faces 
and New

Initiatives
at the ABA

Reinvigorating

our events,

publications, and

young birder

programs

your home, an incredible tour to one of our 
far-flung destinations, a fun birding festival, 
or any other celebration of birds and birders.

Katinka Domen
ABA Travel and Events Coordinator

obsessed with rarity, but we love rarity for a 
reason: Rare things are special. Becoming 
Editor of Birding is a Code 5 opportunity for 
me, and I will make every effort not to dip.

Frank Izaguirre
Birding Editor

mailto:kdomen@aba.org
mailto:fizaguirre@aba.org
mailto:lguerard@aba.org
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Hello! I’m Laura and I am thrilled 
to be the ABA Young Birder Pro-
grams Coordinator and to be part 

of the association’s longstanding youth bird-
ing initiatives, including the Young Birder of 
the Year Mentoring Program and bird camps. 
The Fledgling, our newest youth-driven proj-
ect, creates a chance for students to share 
their voices with the ABA community, and I 
am pleased to be involved in that publication 

already. I bring a rich career in environmen-
tal education and helping to build the youth 
birding community with me. Organizing 
field trips, conferences, and scholarships has 
allowed me to create and facilitate opportu-
nities for young people to spend time in na-
ture while learning conservation techniques 
through habitat improvement projects that 
range from invasive species removal to sea-
bird restoration. A personal highlight was 
founding the Coastal Maine Bird Studies for 
Teens program at the Hog Island Audubon 
Camp, which continues to flourish.

I have a deep-rooted love of exploration, 
observation, and developing a sense of place 
within the natural world. I also enjoy friendly 
birding competition like the World Series of 
Birding. My family and I spend most of our 
time outdoors biking, swimming, beachcomb-
ing, and, of course, birding. I’m looking for-
ward to connecting with our vibrant and grow-
ing community of mentors, camp instructors, 
and, especially, dynamic teen birders.

Laura Guerard
ABA Young Birder Programs Coordinator

http://aba.org/magazine
https://albatross-birding.com


A
rtist, ornithologist, taxonomist, philat-

elist, and world champion autoharpist 

H. Douglas Pratt (hdouglaspratt.com) 

is a busy birder. He emerged as an author-

ity on the Hawaiian avifauna in the 1970s, 

among a cohort of birding superstars study-

ing at Louisiana State University (LSU). Pratt 

was a Research Associate at the university’s 

Museum of Natural Science for 25 years be-

fore returning to his home state, where he 

is Research Curator Emeritus of the North 

Carolina Museum of Natural Sciences. His 

illustration credits—far too many to list—in-

clude The Birds of Hawaii and the Tropical 

Pacific and parts of the National Geographic 

Field Guide to the Birds of North America. A 

short interview with Pratt, appearing in the 

Feb. 2018 issue of Birding, focuses on his 

luscious cover painting of an Iiwi, the 2018 

ABA Bird of the Year, and he was featured in 

The ABA Blog for that month.

This provocative Birding interview push-

es all of Pratt’s buttons. Let’s go!

—NOAH STRYCKER
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BIRDING INTERVIEW

A Birding Interview with

H. Douglas Pratt
Birding: Do you miss those heady days of the 
1970s, road tripping with fellow LSU artist–
ornithologist John O’Neill?
H. Douglas Pratt: In 1975, John and I made 
an epic trip from Baton Rouge to Boston. We 
visited with bird artists John Henry Dick, Guy 
Tudor, Al Gilbert, Roger Tory Peterson, Don 
Eckelberry, and Arthur Singer, and we ex-
plored the collections of Hawaiian birds at nat-
ural history museums in the East: the Smith-
sonian National Museum of Natural History, 
the Academy of Natural Sciences of Philadel-
phia (now of Drexel University), the American 
Museum of Natural History, the Yale Peabody 
Museum of Natural History, and the Harvard 
Museum of Comparative Zoology. John was a 
rising star with lots of connections to bird art-
ists, and I happily tagged along.

In New York, we stayed with the Eckelberrys 
(Don illustrated the landmark Pough guides), 
and one evening they invited Arthur Singer of 
Golden Guide fame. After dinner, I nervously 
laid out some recently finished paintings of 
rare Hawaiian birds for perusal by these two 
longtime idols. After what seemed like an eter-
nity, Singer looked up and calmly said, “This 
is good work.” I’ll never forget it. Two days 
after I got home, I got a phone call from an 
editor at National Wildlife magazine who had 

an article on Hawai-
ian birds that needed 
some illustrations. He 
had just called Gilbert, 
Peterson, and Eckel-
berry, and they all men-
tioned “this guy down 
in Louisiana.” That led 
to my first nationally 
published artwork and 
pretty much launched 
the rest of my career.

Birding: What is the story behind the rare 
flycatchers you painted for the fifth edition of 
A Field Guide to the Birds of Eastern and Cen-
tral North America—Roger Tory Peterson’s 
final work?
HDP: Roger Tory Peterson had been my hero 
since childhood. So when his widow called to 
ask if I would be willing to finish the last plate 
for the new book, which he had been working 
on the night he died, I was deeply honored to 
say yes. The publisher was able to reuse some 
images from other Peterson guides, and, with 
my four, assemble a cut-and-paste plate. It was 
a small job, but serious professional validation!

Birding: How do you create a bird illus-tra-
tion? Can you paint birds you haven’t actually 
seen?
HDP: When I was first learning the craft, I 
vowed never to paint any bird I hadn’t seen. I 

In his Cary, North Carolina, 
studio, H. Douglas (“Doug”) 
Pratt fashions a plate for his 
new field guide with coauthor 
Eric VanderWerf, Birds of 
the Tropical Pacific: Hawaii, 
Micronesia, and Polynesia—
an update to the classic first 
published by Princeton Uni-
versity Press in 1987. Photo 
by © Roderick T. Hester.

The interviewee is most famously associ-
ated with the Pacific Ocean avifauna, but 
he is interested in island birds and extinc-
tion everywhere. In this painting, a pair of 
endangered Bahama Warblers, Setophaga 
flavescens, patrol their only habitat, the 
pinewoods of Grand Bahama and Abaco, 
before the devastation of Hurricane Dorian 
in 2019. Watercolor and gouache on Arches 
hot-press paper by © H. Douglas Pratt.

ABOUT THE COVER ART:  “The Noble 
‘O‘o,” ca. 1896—Often considered the 
king of Hawaiian birds, Moho nobilis was 
still common in the 1890s, but never reli-
ably reported in the 20th century. The 
species was a victim of a major die-off that 
decade. Watercolor and gouache on Arch-
es hot-press paper by © H. Douglas Pratt.

http://hdouglaspratt.com
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got over that once I realized that I could never 
be a professional illustrator with that restriction.

The creative process for me starts with a 
basic pencil drawing, which has to be right or 
no amount of painting skill will save it. Some 
illustrators can draw birds beautifully direct 

The finished field painting faithfully
captures the bird, which was thought
to be a honeyeater at the time. The inter-
viewee and others got it into the correct
family—eventually. Watercolor on
illustration board by © H. Douglas Pratt.

On his first expedition to Micronesia in June 
1976, an up-and-coming Doug Pratt paints 
a Golden White-eye, endemic to the island 

of Saipan, in the Northern Mariana archi-
pelago. Photo by © Phillip L. Bruner.

HDP: It’s the spirit of adventure, exploration, 
and discovery. When I got a copy of the 1962 
second edition of Peterson’s Field Guide to 
Western Birds, I turned immediately to the new 
section on Hawaiian birds. It told of a recent 
expedition on Kauai that had rediscovered 
several birds long thought extinct in a place 
called the Alakai Swamp. I knew then that I 
would one day try to see those fabled species.

A decade later, I did just that with my fu-
ture coauthor Phil Bruner, a Hawaii resident I 
had met at LSU. After that first trip, I changed 
my research focus to systematics of Hawaiian 
birds. In the rest of the Pacific, few islands had 
any resident birders, and visits by ornitholo-
gists were rare, so the pioneering sense was 
ever-present. On early trips, I did some “field 
paintings,” but later, with limited time on each 
island, I realized they took time away from 
more pressing research matters.

Birding: Why were you such an early and vo-
cal advocate for including Hawaii in the ABA 
Area?
HDP: I could not fathom how one of our 
50 states could be excluded from the ABA 
Area when the boundaries were political, 
not biological. If it was to comprise the U. S. 
and Canada, then it should include all of both 
countries. It was also very unfair to birders in 
Hawaii, who were being treated like outsiders. 
A more noble reason was that I thought birder 
attention might generate some national interest 
in saving rare Hawaiian birds.

Birding: Are we still losing birds in Hawaii? 
HDP: Forest birds face a grim future. The 
main problem is non-indigenous mosquitoes 
that transmit foreign bird diseases like avian 
pox and malaria—often 100% fatal to Hawaiian 
birds. Kauai’s Alakai Wilderness Preserve sits 
at roughly 4,000 feet, well above the upper lim-

from life or from memory, but I’m not a quick 
sketcher. I have to put a lot of work into an ini-
tial drawing. I use reference photos a lot, but 
rarely copy an image exactly. Ideally, I like to 
also have a specimen in hand. My strength is in 
the painting, which usually takes me much less 
time than the research and drawing. As for my 
materials and methods, that’s a subject much 
too long for this interview.

Birding: What inspires you about Pacific Is-
land birding?
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it where mosquitoes lived when I first went to Hawaii, and it 
still harbored nearly all of its historically known birds.

But climate change has driven the “mosquito line” ever 
higher, and the pestilential insects finally penetrated the 
Alakai around 15 years ago. Indigenous birds in accessible 
areas crashed. Now the last few dozen Akikiki, Akekee, and 
Puaiohi are holding on in a tiny, high-elevation patch, and 
mosquitoes will inexorably invade that last bit soon. Today, 
a visit to the Alakai, one of the birdiest areas I ever saw, is 
like going to a hospice ward.

Maui still has a lot of forest above the malaria zone, but its 
two most critically endangered species are not doing well. 
An attempt to reintroduce Maui Parrotbills, with a popula-
tion of about 150, into newly restored dry forest saw many 
of the birds die of malaria; the mosquitoes had gotten there 
first. The Akohekohe, an ohia specialist, now faces a new 
threat in the form of a fungal disease called ROD—rapid 
ohia death. Ohia trees are about 80% of the forest trees in 
Hawaii, but ROD has destroyed vast tracts of lowland ohia 
forest on the Big Island, and has already spread to other is-
lands. That’s a horror story too big to tell here, but it seems 
Hawaii’s native birds just can’t catch a break.

Some promising techniques are being developed, but 

Hawaii is not the only place to suffer mass extinctions. 
The U. S. Territory of Guam is the scene of the other great 
Pacific bird disaster of the 20th century. It lost nearly its 
entire native avifauna to brown treesnakes that arrived 
in military cargo from the Solomon Islands after World 
War II. Three endemic species went extinct, two others 
survive in captivity, and the rest survive on other islands. 
These paintings are from a triptych commissioned by a 
former island resident, showing all the historically known 
land and freshwater birds of Guam.

top: The Guam Kingfisher, extinct in the wild, was once 
commonly seen on powerlines. Other islands in the Mari-
anas host a different species of kingfisher, so repatriating 
this one will depend on controlling brown treesnakes on 
Guam itself. Here, kingfishers perch in a lovely portia tree, 
widespread on tropical shorelines.

bottom: The flightless Guam Rail was extinct in the wild
for nearly 40 years. Captive-bred birds were released to 
try to establish populations on the adjacent snake-free is-
lands of Cocos and Rota, but snakes have recently invaded 
Cocos, and the Rota population remains small. The blue 
fruits from the yoga tree shown in this image were not 
eaten by the rail, but added color to its forest floor habitat. 
Watercolor and gouache on Arches hot-press paper
by © H. Douglas Pratt.

http://aba.org/magazine
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they may be a day late and a dollar short. Re-
cent attempts to repatriate Hawaiian Crows on 
the Big Island are not going well. Scientists are 
heroically trying to combat mosquitoes with 
a technique that involves release of nonbiting 
male mosquitos infected with Wolbachia, a 
bacterium that, when passed to females during 
mating, prevents the eggs from hatching. But 
it’s slow-going, with an incredible gauntlet of 
permits and approvals needed. The latest esti-
mate for serious implementation is 2023, may-
be a couple years too late for the five critically 
endangered species mentioned above.

Birding: In our current sixth era of mass ex-
tinction, which now-extinct birds have you 
seen—and which species do you want to see 
before they disappear from the wild?
HDP: I take no pleasure in the fact that I may 
hold the current record for the number of 
extinct bird species on my life list. The tally 
is now five (Kauai Oo, Ou, Kamao, Poo-uli, 
and the extinct-in-the-wild crow) in Hawaii, 
plus four on Guam (Guam Flycatcher, Bridled 
White-eye, and extinct-in-wild Guam Rail 
and Guam Kingfisher). I could maybe add 

These paintings were part of the series Doug 
Pratt unveiled to legendary bird painters Don 
Eckelberry and Arthur Singer in 1975. They 
launched his career as an illustrator. The im-
ages vividly portray species that were very 
rare at the time and are now extinct.

left: The Ooaa, or Kauai Oo, was the last survi-
vor of the Hawaiian endemic family Mohoidae. 
It held out in the Alakai Wilderness until the 
1980s, when its haunting and evocative voice 
went silent.

center: The Poo-uli had just been discovered 
in 1972 when in 1975 Doug Pratt hiked into 
the East Maui wilderness to see, photograph, 
and record it. This painting depicts an im-
mature because the adult plumage was 
unknown at the time. The last Poo-uli died in 
captivity of avian malaria in 2004.

right: At the time he painted the Molokai en-
demic Kakawahie, last seen in the early 1960s, 
the artist held out hope it might survive—but 
an expedition in which he had participated 
failed to find it.

Watercolor, gouache, and airbrush acrylic on 
illustration board by © H. Douglas Pratt.

one more because I believe I saw a Bachman’s 
Warbler in Louisiana in 1974, but, without a 
photo, I doubt it would pass muster with any 
of the bird records committees I’ve served on.

At the top of my wish list is the Tuamotu 
Sandpiper. It used to be second, but I lucked 
into a sighting of the Tooth-billed Pigeon in 
Samoa in 2006. Others include the four en-
demics on the Northwest Hawaiian Islands 
(Laysan Duck, two finches, Millerbird) and 
some that may already be gone, like the Pohn-
pei Mountain Starling. With the Tooth-bill and 
the five Hawaiian birds mentioned earlier dan-
gling over the abyss, I could well reach more 
than a dozen extinct species in my lifetime.

Birding: What taxonomic trends do you fore-
see in the tropical Pacific region?
HDP: I once joked that I was embarking 
on a splitting rampage across the Pacific, 
and I have now mostly completed that, with 
some helpful backup from the DNA folks. I 
just published a paper (hdouglaspratt.com/ 
mybibliography.html) that splits the Common 
Fairytern (White Tern) into three. At least two 
other ABA Area splits (Hawaiian Noddy, Silver

http://hdouglaspratt.com/
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Noddy) and a few in Micronesia and Polynesia 
are still in the pipeline. My new field guide, with 
coauthor Eric VanderWerf, will have over 100 
new species resulting from taxonomic splits.

Birding: Fairytern? Spelled like that?
HDP: My fairytern paper shows that what most 
checklists call the White Tern is actually three 
species—one in the Atlantic and two in the Pa-
cific—and the DNA folks have shown that they 
constitute their own subfamily Gyginae, not 
closely related to other terns (Sterninae). For a 
while, they were grouped with noddies, which, 
in some taxonomies, have their own subfamily 
(Anoinae). I am resurrecting the popular tradi-
tional name “fairyterns” for the Gyginae, writ-
ten as one word so it will be indexed separately 
from the typical terns and distinguished from 
the Fairy Tern of southern oceans.

Birding: How did you get the commissions to 
design postage stamps for Micronesia, Palau, 
and the Marshall Islands? What’s different 
about painting on such a small canvas?
HDP: When I was in D. C. working on one of 
the Nat Geo guides, I got a call from the Inter-

Governmental Philatelic Corporation in New 
York asking whether I would be interested in 
designing some bird stamps for these newly 
independent nations. As a lifelong ornithophi-
latelist, I couldn’t resist. The stamp designs are 
painted at a comfortable size and then reduced 
for printing, just as with field guide plates.

Birding: As the only ornithologist ever to have 
won the International Autoharp Champion-
ship, do you think there is a special connection 
between birds and bluegrass?
HDP: I do, but not just bluegrass. I think there 
is an obvious connection between birds and 
music generally. The most popular workshop 
I offer at autoharp gatherings is “Music of the 
Woods,” a bird walk where we mostly listen. 
A surprisingly high percentage of birders and 
ornithologists play instruments. Good ears for 
birds are good ears for music, maybe because 
we hear subtle pitch changes and nuances that 
others miss.

By the way, although I sometimes play au-
toharp with bluegrass bands, it is not a “stan-
dard” bluegrass instrument, and I play much 
more than bluegrass on it! 

The ABA Young Birder of the Year
Mentoring Program
is a rich experience for birders age 10 to 18 years old seeking to
stretch and grow their skills under the guidance of some of the
most respected birders in North America. Plus, it is a lot of fun!
••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••

5 Modules to choose from to customize the
program around your own talents and interests:
• 2 MAJOR MODULES: Field Notebook • Conservation/Community Leadership 
• 3 SUPPORTING MODULES: Illustration • Writing • Photography
••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••

SIGN UP TODAY! Registration ends 11/30/2021. The 2022 program runs from September through March. 
Submitted materials are due by March 1, 2022. 2022 Young Birders of the Year will be announced in May.

INFO & REGISTRATION:
aba.org/aba-young-birders
CONTACT:
ybymp@aba.org  •  800.850.2473
93 Clinton Street #744, Delaware City, DE 19706

http://aba.org/aba-young-birders
mailto:ybymp@aba.org
https://www.audubonofkansas.org/index.cfm
https://www.aba.org/aba-young-birders/
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How to Protect
Migrating Birds
in Real Time
For a couple of human generations, people 
have taken for granted the ability to check 
a reasonably accurate weather forecast. 
Recently, it has become possible to do the 
same for bird migration, helping birders 
experience and document periods of peak 
migration.

But migration forecasts don’t just 
benefit birders. They may also benefit 
municipalities balancing conservation 
needs with a tight budget. A 2021 study 
in Conservation Biology, led by Kyle G. 

Horton of Colorado State University, and 
coauthored by collaborators Benjamin M. 
Van Doren, Heidi J. Albers, Andrew Farn-
sworth,  and Daniel Sheldon, unveils the 
latest in bird migration forecasting (tinyurl.
com/Horton-night-migrants). Building on 
what birders have long known as BirdCast 
(birdcast.info), the study serves as a com-
pelling demo for how municipalities might 
use bird migration forecasts to better in-
form lights-out programs and other hazard 
mitigations.

As the science of bird migration has de-
veloped, ornithologists have come to under-
stand that, rather than being a slow, constant 
trickle, bird migration is episodic. In a given 
region, weather conditions are ideal for mi-
gration during only a handful of nights. On 
those nights, the skies are filled with migrat-
ing birds, whereas the opposite is true on 
unfavorable nights. Similarly, migration is 

Data & Discoveries in the World of Birds
patchy across the continent; favorable con-
ditions east of the Appalachian Mountains, 
for example, are no guarantee that condi-
tions are favorable the same night in the 
Ohio River Valley.

Despite the patchy nature of migration, 
many municipalities apply expensive blan-
ket mitigations that last the whole season. 
Mitigations range from nightly wind-tur-
bine shutdowns to reducing air traffic to 
promoting lights-out programs, all of which 
have economic costs. That’s why many 
municipalities—by far the majority—don’t 
mitigate bird-migration hazards at all.

For Horton and his colleagues, this 
need not be the case. “Days, hours, or 
even minutes,” they write, “can make the 
difference between successful interven-
tion and missed opportunity.” If munici-
palities could predict, in real time, when 
most birds will be migrating, they could 

NICK MINOR
Madison, Wisconsin
nminor@aba.org 

http://tinyurl.com/Horton-night-migrants
http://tinyurl.com/Horton-night-migrants
mailto:nminor@aba.org
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mitigate aerial hazards when it matters 
most—without paying the price of miti-
gating every night. Indeed, it’s possible 
that more municipalities would mitigate 
aerial risks for birds if it didn’t require 
weeks-long commitments.

That’s where Horton and colleagues’ 
study comes in. Using a radar-based 
model Horton previously developed 
with coauthor Van Doren, now at the Ed-
ward Grey Institute of Field Ornithology 
at the University of Oxford (tinyurl.com/
Horton-Van-Doren-forecasting), the 
team sought to predict which nights of 
spring and fall would bring 50% of bird 
migration, doing so at all 143 radar sta-
tions in the contiguous U. S. They then 
compared their prediction to the “fixed 
window approach” that many cities use, 
which involves mitigating hazards every 
night for two to three weeks during the 
peak of migration.

These images depict some of the hazards
of nocturnal migration in brightly illuminated
landscapes. Photos by © Tom Johnson.

conunterclockwise from left: ■ A passerine,
perhaps an Eastern Phoebe, is silhouetted against 
the famous Cape May lighthouse.  ■ Even classic 
night birds face risks on migration. Nightjars like 
this Chuck-will’s-widow in Corpus Christi, Texas, 
and owls are frequent victims of collisions with 
motor vehicles.  ■ A Marsh Wren pauses under
a bench while on nocturnal migration across
New Jersey.  ■ A Ruby-crowned Kinglet on
nocturnal migration across New Jersey has
been lured into a light where it is entrapped.

For Brownsville, Texas, between 
mid-April and mid-May—one of their 
test cases—the fixed window approach 
would mean 18 days straight of miti-
gations, which would protect half or 
more of the total migrating birds. But 
with Horton and colleagues’ approach, 
which involves forecasting in real time, 
only 13 nights are required to achieve 
the same goal. Additionally, these 13 
nights were spread out among 30 days, 
interspersed with nights when mitiga-
tions could be lifted with little effect on 
migrating birds. “In the era of big data,” 
the study’s authors write, “one can 

http://aba.org/magazine
http://tinyurl.com/Horton-Van-Doren-forecasting
http://tinyurl.com/Horton-Van-Doren-forecasting
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design strategies that provide conserva-
tion benefits at less cost.”

To many birders, 50% of migratory 
birds may seem only a modest goal. But 
for most municipalities, mitigating to pro-
tect 50% of migration is a big improve-
ment over no mitigation. Moreover, it’s an 
improvement that could be implemented 
without the cost of mitigating for three 
weeks straight. For municipalities for 
which traditional mitigation strategies are 
too expensive, Horton and colleagues’ 

approach brings migration conservation 
within reach.

There is no reason this approach can’t 
be used to protect more than 50% of 
migrating birds. And that’s not all. The 
Horton team points out that their model 
could eventually be extended to include 
forecasts for individual species, such 
as threatened Bicknell’s Thrushes and 
Golden-winged Warblers. Such advances 
would require more data on the move-
ments of individual species and their 
associations with different landscapes—
data which could be drawn from birders’ 
eBird checklists.

In the meantime, birders can already ben-
efit from Horton and colleagues’ work on 
BirdCast. The site displays live migration 
maps, migration forecasts, and even local 
bird migration alerts for dozens of cities in 

the ABA Area—all based on the same model 
that undergirded the study reported here. 
The Horton lab also provides Lights Out 
Alerts for the contiguous U. S., among other 
visualizations, at aeroecolab.com/uslights.

 
Major Seabird
Hotspot Revealed
in North Atlantic
Seabirds are well known among birders 
for their breeding colonies. Often packing 
thousands of birds into small areas, seabird 
colonies make perfect birding destinations. 
But life in these colonies represents only a 
part of most seabirds’ lives. For the months 
of the year when they aren’t attending 
chicks, seabirds are out roaming the high 
seas, far from anywhere close to being a re-
liable birding stakeout.

Or so we thought. Now, a 2021 study 

Great Shearwater. off Cape May,
New Jersey; Sept. 11, 2011.

A recent study reveals that a discrete region 
of the North Atlantic Ocean sustains at least 

21 seabird species throughout the year. In the 
boreal summer, this includes nearly two million 
Great Shearwaters. Photo by © Tom Johnson.

FRONTIERS IN ORNITHOLOGY

http://aeroecolab.com/uslights


N O V E M B E R  2 0 2 1  |  A B A . O R G / M A G A Z I N E     17

in Conservation Letters (tinyurl.com/ 
Davies-seabird-hotspot), authored by 
Tammy E. Davies, Ana P. B. Carneiro, and 
77 coauthors, promises to challenge the 
idea that nonbreeding seabirds are aimless 
marine wanderers. The new study, which 
drew contributions from researchers at 49 
institutions in 13 countries, has revealed 
that as many as five million seabirds gather 
annually in a single zone of the North At-
lantic—not to breed, but to feed.

Davies, Carneiro, and colleagues’ study 
began with a particularly 21st-century 
brand of “standing on the shoulders of 
giants”: downloading data from a public 
database. Specifically, the authors down-
loaded geolocator “tracks” from the Bird-
Life International Seabird Tracking Data-
base (seabirdtracking.org), which contains 
data from hundreds of seabird geolocator 
studies. These tracks, collected from 1,524 
tracked birds, represented 21 species, 56 
breeding colonies, and 16 countries or ma-
rine national jurisdictions.

For each of these species and colonies, 
the authors then sourced population data 
and phenological calendars from previous 
studies. These abundance and timing data 
allowed the team to put the seabirds’ tracks 
in context and, ultimately, to model where 
the birds’ populations were likely to be at 
all times of year.

The results of their synthesis are spec-
tacular. We now know that an area in the 
North Atlantic roughly the size of Texas 
sustains millions of seabirds throughout 
the year. In the boreal winter, between 
October and March, the raw number of 

Bermuda Petrel. off Bermuda;
Nov. 21, 2016.

Almost half of the world’s Bermuda Petrels 
occur in the North Atlantic region in the late 

summer and fall, a strong indication of its im-
portance to even the most sensitive species. 

Photo by © Tom Johnson.

http://aba.org/magazine
http://tinyurl.com/
http://seabirdtracking.org
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seabirds peaks between 4.4 and five mil-
lion individuals, with almost half of them 
being Dovekies. They are joined by over-
wintering Cory’s Shearwaters, Northern 
Fulmars, Black-legged Kittiwakes, Atlantic 
Puffins, and Thick-billed Murres, all in 
great abundance.

In the summer, abundance dips while 

species diversity peaks. In greatest abun-
dance are Great Shearwaters, numbering 
nearly two million, who have come north 
more than 8,000 miles for the austral win-
ter. They are joined by breeding Manx 
Shearwaters, Cory’s Shearwaters, Desertas 
Petrels (the Desertas Petrel is treated by the 
AOS and the ABA as a population of the 
Fea’s Petrel), and Bulwer’s Petrels, among 
other less-numerous species.

Notably, almost half of the world’s en-
dangered Bermuda Petrels use this area 
between July and September. At least half 
or more of the world’s South Polar Skuas, 
Long-tailed Jaegers, and Sooty Shear-
waters also use the area at various times. 
Far-northern breeders, including Sabine’s 
Gulls, Manx Shearwaters, and Arctic 
Terns, refuel in the hotspot, sometimes go-
ing off their migratory paths by more than 
3,000 miles to do so. And all Atlantic spe-
cies in the genus Pterodroma, the gadfly 
petrels, gather here as well.

The area, which the authors describe 
as “one of the most important concentra-
tions of migratory seabirds in the Atlan-
tic,” presumably would qualify as an Im-
portant Bird and Biodiversity Area (IBA), 
but this is only the tip of the iceberg of 
the study’s conservation implications. 
Seventeen of the 21 species included in 
this study face human-driven challenges, 
including commercial fishing bycatch, 

overfishing, energy production and min-
ing, climate change, and pollution. Glob-
ally, these same challenges have made sea-
birds one of the most threatened groups 
of vertebrates; almost half of all seabird 
species are in decline.

If knowledge is power, then Davies, Car-
neiro, and colleagues’ study gives policy-
makers and marine conservationists much 
more power. Emphasizing this area of the 
Atlantic for protections, we now know, 
could make a big difference for seabirds. 
Already, the Oslo-Paris (OSPAR) conven-
tion for the Protection of the Marine En-
vironment of the North-East Atlantic is 
in discussions to designate the area as a 
Marine Protected Area—a great start for 
protecting Atlantic seabirds and the rich 
ecosystems they depend on. With a new U. 
N. treaty for the high seas close to adop-
tion, more protection—and more enforce-
ment of this protection—also could be on 
the way. 

Dovekie. off Cape May, New Jersey;
Jan. 27, 2018.

In all, four to five million seabirds use a small 
part of the North Atlantic Ocean in the boreal 
winter, when more birds are present than at 
any other time of year. But this abundance 
isn’t evenly spread among all species, as 
almost half of those millions are Dovekies. 
Photo by © Tom Johnson.
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SARAH KULIS
Baltimore, Maryland
skulis058@gmail.com

Blind Isn’t Black and White
When you think of someone being “blind,” do you think of someone 
who cannot see at all? But vision isn’t just black and white, it isn’t being 
able to see or not. There are forms of blindness where you can still see 
some things. “Blindness” isn’t necessarily something you’re born with, 
either. I lost my vision when I was in the fifth grade. I have a genetic con-
dition called Stargardt disease, an early onset of macular degeneration. 
Macular degeneration is relatively common among older birders, but is 
very rare among younger birders like myself. My 20/20 vision suddenly 
became 20/200. With this condition, I lost my central vision but have 
retained my peripheral.

There isn’t a cure for this disease, and corrective lenses don’t work. 
You must find creative ways to adapt. Without the use of assistive tech-
nology, reading is impossible. Driving is illegal for me. I can identify 
large objects on the landscape like trees and buildings fine, but, when 
it comes to small objects like birds, things get tricky. My vision is more 
pixelated than blurry. When looking at the sky or over a mountain range, 
flying birds appear as dark, unidentifiable shapes. The mountains are 
there, the trees are there, but the birds are just flying ants.

How I Got Started in Birding
I wasn’t always into birding. I used to get frustrated and say that all birds 
looked the same. As a junior in college, I was required to pick an area of 
focus. The course I wanted to take didn’t fit into my schedule, so I was 

It’s More Complicated than Black and White
The author is an activist and field 

ornithologist. Here she makes
observations of a Red-shouldered 

Hawk feeding its young. Decent
optics are especially important

for birders with poor or declining 
vision, but, unfortunately, are 

quite pricey. Photo courtesy of 
Sarah Kulis.
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This is a sampler of how the author sees birds in the field. To create these images, the focus was adjusted to blur the center just enough
that the bird would be hard to identify but that landscape features toward the edges (sand, water, trees, road) would be largely discernible. 
Photos by © Sarah Kulis. top to bottom: Least Terns. Jones Park, Gulfport, Mississippi; June 24, 2021; Snow Bunting. North Point State 
Park, Baltimore, Maryland; Dec. 3, 2020; Wood Stork. St. Catherine Creek National Wildlife Refuge, Natchez, Mississippi;
July 1, 2021; Buteo, sp. Dans Mountain State Park, Allegany County, Maryland; July 20, 2021.
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left with Ornithology. We were required to be 
able to identify more than 100 bird species, 
by looks and sound. Some species required 
age and sex determination by visual details 
of the wings and feathers. Learning to iden-
tify by sight was hard for me. We learned on 
taxidermied specimens that were sometimes 
in rough condition. Some colors were faded 
and parts were missing. Big birds were chal-
lenging, and looking at small species like war-
blers seemed impossible.

My professor would sit down with me and 
walk me through every single species’ identi-
fying characteristics. He would point out the 
yellow lores of the White-throated Sparrow 
and the wing bars on flycatchers. When it 
came to birding in the field, we were asked 
to do field quizzes. We had to write down the 
order, family, and common name of species 
we either heard or saw. This left me in anoth-
er difficult situation. Without being able to 
see the birds, passing the quizzes was impos-
sible. So as always, we adapted. My professor 
and the teaching assistants would pull up a 

photo of the bird in question so that I could 
enlarge the image.

With these accommodations, I grew to 
know my birds. But it wasn’t until a year later 
that my passion really took off. I saw a post 
on Facebook about a Black-bellied Whis-
tling-Duck in the Baltimore area. That bird 
struck me as beautiful and foreign. I tried to 
find it. The bird didn’t show, but the thrill of 
looking for it hooked me for life.

The Challenges of Birding
When it comes to birding now, I still have my 
fair share of challenges. Driving, as I said, is 
impossible. I must rely on a seeing-eye hu-
man to get places. The global COVID-19 
pandemic further complicates things. Most 
birders won’t carpool now, and taking public 
transport isn’t safe for me. Chasing a rarity is 
hard to nearly impossible. So, all the birding I 
get done is more local, within 30–40 minutes 
of my home and typically only on the week-
end. I manage to navigate the trails. Occasion-
ally I stub my toe on a tree branch or rock, 
but I rarely ever fall. Trails that are handicap 
accessible are best for the visually impaired.

As for identifying birds, I rely heavily on 
a seeing-eye human, a scope, binoculars, and 
a camera. It’s easier to take a photo of every 
bird I see and identify it later than to struggle 
to identify it in the field. By the time I focus 
a scope or binoculars, the likelihood of the 
bird still being there is slim. And if the bird 

is too far, I won’t be able to identify it even 
with binoculars.

Birding, if you get into it, is an expensive 
hobby. It gets even more expensive when you 
factor in having a disability. You have to buy 
the best binoculars, scopes, and cameras to 
help you see and to help you enjoy birding. A 
lot of people with disabilities, including myself, 
are unemployed and cannot afford the tools we 
need. While birding is for all, we still have a 
long way to go for it to be accessible to all.

I am frequently asked, “When you lose 
one of your senses, do the others get stron-
ger?” The short answer is yes. I’ve found that 
my hearing got better after I lost my vision. 
I will discuss the downside to this, but for 
now I will note that it does come in handy. 
When conditions are right, I don’t struggle 
with birds that have a higher-pitched song, 
even if they’re far away. In this regard, I recall 
birding in an agricultural field with two older 
birders. We came across a field with brown 
fence posts. On top of a post on the far side 
of the pasture was a brown bird. The older 
birders, able to focus their scope on the bird, 
could see its bill moving, but couldn’t hear it. 
The bird was too far away for me to see, even 
through their scope, and I was unable to pho-
tograph it. After a few moments of letting my 
ears adjust to the other sounds around, I was 
able to hear the high-pitched song of a Grass-
hopper Sparrow. We determined that there 
were three Grasshopper Sparrows there. If I 

Birdability: A Resource for Visually Impaired Birders
The Birdability initiative strives to make birding and the outdoors welcoming, inclusive, 
safe, and accessible for everybody. Birdability focuses on people with mobility challeng-
es, blindness or low vision, chronic illness, intellectual or developmental disabilities, and 
mental illness, and supports those who are neurodivergent, are deaf or hard of hearing, or 
have other health concerns. In addition to providing resources to people who already are 
birders, Birdability aims to introduce birding to people with disabilities and other health 
issues who are not yet birders, so that they, too, can experience the joys of birding.

A good starting point for vision-impaired birders is the Birdability website’s homep-
age (birdability.org), with easy-to-navigate links. “Tips and Resources for Birders who 
are Blind or have Low Vision” (tinyurl.com/low-vision-birding-tips) is, unsurprisingly, a 
link of particular interest to vision-impaired birders. A link to the “Birdability Map” (gis.
audubon.org/birdability) is likewise useful; the crowdsourced map is a work in progress, 
but it is already a valuable resource.

Learn more about Birdability in “A Birding Interview with Virginia Rose” (Birding, Nov. 
2019 issue, pp. 24–28).

Despite being legally blind, the author is a 
practicing ornithologist. In this image, she 

is part of a team studying Red-tailed Hawk 
biology. Photo courtesy of Sarah Kulis.

http://birdability.org
http://tinyurl.com/low-vision-birding-tips
http://gis.audubon.org/birdability
http://gis.audubon.org/birdability
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Carolina Wren. I was familiar with the sound 
of the Carolina Wren, but had never heard 
the song of a Kentucky Warbler before. I 
first thought it was just a new Carolina Wren 
sound, as in the case of the Blue Jay. I studied 
up, going through audio clips on eBird of the 
species in the area, quickly learning differ-
ences in speed, pitch, and tone of the songs.

There were sounds I had never really even 
thought about before. I got to experience the 
sounds of an adult Red-cockaded Woodpeck-
er feeding young. While I couldn’t see this, 
the communication between the adult and 
young was magical. While surveying in the 
forests, I heard my first Bachman’s Sparrow. 
I didn’t recognize the song at first. So I got re-
sourceful. I used the Voice Memos app on my 
iPhone to make a recording. When I got back 
to the hotel, I was able to determine the spe-
cies. The birds were only a small challenge of 
the job. The largest hurdle was the landscape. 
The understory often consisted of dense mats 
of grasses. Sometimes I would unknowingly 
step into a puddle; other times I would stub 

weren’t so attuned, by necessity, to the world 
of birdsong, I don’t think I would have heard 
those high-pitched sparrows.

Baltimore Bird Club
If you’re new to the birding world, I recom-
mend joining a local bird club. The members 
will help you learn and locate the species you 
want to see. Joining my local bird club was 
the best thing I ever did. The other birders I 
met have been very accepting. They accom-
pany me while birding and help put me on 
the birds. They use landmarks such as dead 
trees or poles to guide me as to where to look. 
A few months before writing this, I went out 
to find a Brown Booby in the Baltimore Inner 
Harbor. The bird was sitting on ship ropes. 
A member of the birding club told me where 
the bird was, informing me of the letter of 
the ship’s name where the bird was roost-
ing. Without that direction, I wouldn’t have 
found the rarity. Since joining the club, I’ve 
found over 100 life birds, a total I certainly 
wouldn’t have been able to attain on my own.

I asked bird club members to hold a bird 
walk focused on birding by ear. The condi-
tions were not great. The area was populated 
and full of noise pollution. On top of this, it 
was raining. The sound of the cars and the rain 
hitting my umbrella drowned out the sounds 
of the birds. Members who didn’t have sensi-
tive hearing could identify the birds visually, 
but I couldn’t hear. It was a hard experience to 
be “blind” and “deaf ” at the same time. Hon-

estly, it was disheartening, and, unfortunately, 
it wasn’t the only time I’ve had to deal with 
excessive ambient noise. I often struggle when 
airplanes or helicopters fly overhead. Having 
sensitive hearing has its drawbacks. I’ve actu-
ally heard a vole’s heartbeat in the leaves, but I 
get frustrated trying to enjoy a loud cardinal if 
conditions aren’t perfect.

Scientist Before Birder
In 2020, I met a bird bander who focuses 
on raptors. Since then, I’ve shadowed him 
a handful of times, and have assisted in han-
dling hawks and taking measurements. In 
the process, I got experience with how to set 
up mist nets, bal-chatri traps, and bow nets. 
Having a bird in hand is the best learning ex-
perience. I learned up close some personal 
tricks for aging and sexing birds. Studies 
comparing juvenile and adult Red-tailed 
Hawks were crucial. The amount of streak-
ing on the belly is greater in juveniles than 
adults, and the eye color changes from yellow 
to brown as the bird ages. I certainly didn’t 
know that adult Cooper’s Hawks have blood-
red eyes and juveniles have golden eyes. Get-
ting this hands-on experience has made me a 
better birder. Instead of seeing just a species, 
I now can attempt to determine age and sex 
in the field. It’s more than keeping a list. An 
individual eagle becomes more than a Bald 
Eagle; it becomes a second-year bird with 
three more years until it reaches maturity.

I recently finished working as an avian 
habitat technician for a university in Missis-
sippi, traveling the state to multiple national 
forests and identifying every species I could. 
I counted the numbers of birds at precisely 
designated latitude and longitude points. 
Traveling to a new area of the country was 
definitely a test of my birding abilities! While 
some of the species were similar, there were 
many new species. The learning curve was 
steep. Common birds from back home, like 
Blue Jays, had different tones, pitches, and 
calls in new environments. I had to quickly 
adapt and relearn the species I was familiar 
with. I found myself struggling to differenti-
ate between the Kentucky Warbler and the 

While working at a bird banding station 
in Mississippi, the author uses a stick to 

feel for logs and other hazards underfoot. 
Photo courtesy of Sarah Kulis.

Looking at birds through binoculars is 
great, but holding birds in your hands 
adds a new dimension to understanding 
and appreciating them. In this image, the 
author pauses with a Yellow-throated 
Vireo during her seasonal field work. 
Photo courtesy of Sarah Kulis.
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my toe on a log. Using a walking stick held out 
in front of me helped me discover hidden ob-
stacles. There are always risks in a landscape 
full of venomous snakes and spiders. But be-
ing “blind” in the field isn’t as much of a risk 
as it seems. Even someone with 20/20 vision 
would have struggled to navigate.

You may be wondering how I did this job 
without being able to drive. I had an assistant 
technician who drove, but who didn’t have 
an interest or any background in birds. This 
presented significant challenges. I would call 
out names to record on the data sheet, but too 
often the technician wouldn’t write the full 
name—just “nuthatch” or “flycatcher” or “vir-
eo” or “oriole.” So I had to pull out my field 
guide to show the technician that there are 

more than one species of nuthatch, flycatcher, 
vireo, and oriole in the area. This fixed that 
minor setback. But there were others.

Having a nonbirder seeing-eye human 
was, honestly, frustrating. I had to figure out 
what was meant by a bird described as, say, 
a “small robin.” I used my field guides to 
show them similar-colored species that are 
smaller. I opened the book to Eastern To-
whee and American Redstart, both of which 
they said weren’t the bird. I handed over the 
book and had them look through the song-
bird pages. The technician said the bird was 
a Tufted Titmouse, something that doesn’t 
leap to my mind as a “small robin.” We came 
across a hawk in the first forest we surveyed. 
I couldn’t find it in the binoculars I was using 
at the time, so they used mine and the field 
guide, and identified the hawk as a Cooper’s 
Hawk, but I was uncomfortable with that as-
sessment, which didn’t even admit the pos-
sibility that the bird wasn’t an accipiter. I 
was able to get a photo of the hawk and later 
identify it as a Broad-winged Hawk, and not a 
Cooper’s. The long tail and short wings were 
the biggest clues about the bird’s identity.

The technician had little interest in birds, 
going so far as to inform me of their hatred 
of birds and refusing to use binoculars or 
camera to assist me in our job. This brought 
emotional strain into the workplace. I already 
doubted my ability as a birder and a scientist 

because I couldn’t see to identify many of the 
species myself. I still question how many spe-
cies I may have missed or that the technician 
may have misidentified.

During my time in Mississippi, I had the 
opportunity to shadow a team working on 
Chuck-will’s-widow research. As you might 
have surmised, all our work was conducted 
after sunset. In the darkness, the researchers 
struggled to get their navigational bearings. It 
was hard for them to determine which direc-
tion the birds were calling from. That’s where 
I excelled. Not being able to rely on sight to 
locate the birds was nothing new for me. I 
used my ears to point in the birds’ directions. 
Nevertheless, I would have benefited from 
binoculars that were good at dusk.

Later in the field season, we ventured to St. 
Catherine Creek National Wildlife Refuge to 
look for Wood Storks. As dusk approached, I 

Tips and Techniques for
Visually Impaired Birders
 1 •  Join a local bird club and
        make friends.

2 •  Bird with someone else.

3 •  Invest in good binoculars and
        a good scope.

4 •  Use a camera to take photos and
        identify birds later.

5 •  Find tricks to remember bird songs.

6 •  Don’t get frustrated. Breathe deeply
        and enjoy the beauty of birds.

Getting to handle raptors has been a 
special thrill for the author. Here she 
exchanges glances with a Black Vulture 
nestling. Photo courtesy of Sarah Kulis.

https://www.coloringconcepts.com
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noticed birds in the trees. I was able to identi-
fy them by their dark heads and light bodies, 
and by their distinctive body shape. But as it 
got darker, it was harder to see the birds, and 
I eventually lost sight of them. After facing 
that problem, I upgraded to high-end Nikons 
that perform well in low light.

Bird Deaths in the East
The ongoing global pandemic is very much 
on our minds, but there is another large-scale 
infectious disease problem. It appears to be 
especially pronounced in eastern North Amer-
ica. Starting in the spring of 2021, birders were 
reporting birds at feeders with crusty eyes, ap-
parent blindness, and neurological symptoms 
like shaking. This mystery illness has espe-
cially affected Blue Jays, Common Grackles, 
and European Starlings, though it has been 
reported in other species. Homeowners in the 
eastern U. S. were urged to cease bird-feeding 
operations and to remove feeders; that recom-
mendation has since expanded west and north.

This naturally concerns me as a scientist 
and a birder, but there’s something else. The 
mystery illness has made birding harder for 
me. A major part of birding for me has been 
watching my feeders with my scope or my 
binoculars from my house. I knew where 
my feeders were, and it was easy to spot the 
birds. Without feeders up, it’s nearly impos-
sible for me to find my own backyard birds. 
As I write this, I think about the fall migration 
ahead. I won’t deny that I’m afraid I’ll miss 
the migrants that used to visit. Will I be able 
to see the Purple Finches, Pine Siskins, and 
Evening Grosbeaks this year?

Why I’m Writing This
We’re in the midst of a revolution—a revo-
lution for race, gender, and sexual orienta-
tion equality. In this revolution, people with 
disabilities are important, too. I’ve always 
known that life would be harder for me. I had 
professors and colleagues doubt my abilities 
in college. Initially, this didn’t bother me, as 

I was confident about my intelligence and 
ability to identify birds. But now the seeds of 
doubt have sprouted. Since graduation from 
college, I’ve struggled to find employment. It 
keeps coming back to one thing: not being 
able to drive. That one problem that plagues 
me in birding is affecting my professional 
career. Over the past year, I’ve pushed for 
change. I spoke recently at the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 
Global Youth Summit about what it’s like to 
be a scientist with a disability. And now here 
I am to help the birding community.

If you are a birder with low vision, total 
blindness, or another vision-related disabil-
ity, know that you are not alone. There are 
resources out there to help. Birdability (see 
sidebar, p. 22) has been particularly valuable 
to me. As the revolution continues, I expect 
additional resources and advocacy for dis-
abled birders to become available.

Whatever you do, don’t give up doing 
what you love. 

http://aba.org/magazine
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O
n an unusually calm morning 
in Lynn Canal, we loaded our 
sons, ages two and four, into 
our aluminum skiff and headed 

for a string of forested islands that form 
a nearby marine park. Our family spends 
summers at a remote, off-the-grid log cabin 
my husband and I built a decade ago on 
the coast of southeast Alaska, where a gla-
cial fjord cuts steeply into the surrounding 
mountains. This topography creates both 
stunning views and fierce winds that fun-
nel up the channel as the barometer skitters 
from high to low and back again, often de-
livering driving rain and 50-knot gusts. On 
the rare occasions when the sea is glassy and 
the sun shines, we go boating. It was one 
of those perfect days, so we zoomed three 
miles to the nearest island, anchored our 
boat, and went to shore to explore.

As soon as we landed, both boys ran up 
to the tideline to find hiking sticks and then 
were off, leaving my husband and me to 
chase behind with our assortment of lunch 
foods, diapers, extra clothes, life jackets, 
boots, binoculars, and snacks. To match the 
kids’ different speeds, we split up, me with 

Huxley, the four-year-old, while my husband 
stayed behind with the younger one. At first 
everyone was happy. And then no one was.

Regardless of the setting, a hike with a 
preschooler wouldn’t be complete without 
both whining and wonder, often not in equal 
measure. Between scaling rock buttresses 
like a mountain goat and skipping along 
beaches covered with mussel shells, Hux-
ley wailed over a broken stick and shouted 
at his brother to wait, you’re not waiting for 
me! The sun shone, the kelp glistened, and 
yet the snacks weren’t snacky enough, my 
handholding abilities didn’t pass muster, 
and even an island in the middle of the ocean 
couldn’t buffer the growing volume of com-
plaints. I pointed out a flock of Surf Scoters, 
but when I held the binoculars to Huxley’s 
eyes, he hollered that I wasn’t doing it right.

CorvidCorvid
SenseSense

When
Knowledge 
Gets in the

Way of
Observation

Huxley (front) and Dawson (rear) embark on 
an afternoon of discovery about the natural 
world. They are equipped with the two es-
sential tools of the trade: sticks and open 
minds. Photo by © Caroline Van Hemert.

mailto:sunisacompass@gmail.com
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A few minutes later, when 
he tripped over a vertical snag 
wedged into a pile of drift-
wood and I heard no scream-
ing, no sound at all, my irrita-
tion was replaced by the deep 

and sudden nausea of panic. What would 
render my grumpy, quick-to-shriek child 
mute besides an injury requiring a trip to 
the emergency room, which in this instance 
happened to be a skiff ride and helicopter 
flight away? When I saw his small shoulders 
hunch lower into the driftwood, I knew he 
was moving. When he called for me to hurry, 
his tone told me it wasn’t pain that had si-
lenced him.

“Mommy, look, it’s a nest!”

A Preschooler’s Guide
to Paying Attention
I hurried over to find four speckled turquoise 
eggs cupped in a bed of moss and grass. 
Clumps of soft white down lined the nest’s 
interior. It was hidden from above, tucked 
into a crevice formed by bleached driftwood 
logs. Only by stumbling onto one’s belly and 
viewing it at eye level, as my son had, would 
the nest be visible.

“What kind is it?” he asked, and this time 
it was me who fell silent.

He was inquiring about the very subject 
I had spent my professional life studying 
and I had no ready answer. What local bird 
species would nest on the ground in a pile 
of driftwood? A pair of Black Oystercatch-

background image: Boots: recommended. 
Gloves: optional. Sticks: de rigueur. Huxley 

(background) and Dawson (foreground) ex-
plore the biologically rich intertidal zone of 

coastal Alaska. Photo by © Patrick Farrell.

above: One of the boys soon discovered
a crow’s nest—but not where you might

expect it. Crows on islands in coastal
Alaska build their nests on the ground.

Photo by © Caroline Van Hemert.
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ers, conspicuous with their bright orange 
beaks, called nearby. But what we saw 
didn’t match what I knew about their eggs, 
flecked and ivory-colored, or their nesting 
habits, which consist of scratching out a 
shallow depression in the gravel. The nest 
didn’t belong to a raptor. It wasn’t a duck. I 
couldn’t think of any shorebirds with eggs 
quite like these, and they were far too big 
for a robin or thrush.

“Those crows sure are noisy, maybe it’s 
theirs,” Huxley ventured.

“But they nest in trees,” I told him dis-
missively.

“Well, maybe sometimes they don’t.”
Suddenly it occurred to me that he was 

right. We were on an island. The usual 

http://aba.org/magazine


30    B I R D I N G  |  N O V E M B E R  2 0 2 1

CORVID SENSE

predators—bears, wolves, coyotes, mar-
tens, and foxes—that sniff out bird eggs on 
the mainland weren’t here. Of course. The 
island-dwelling crows here were formerly 
known as Northwestern Crows. Although 
no longer identified as a distinct species 
from the more-ubiquitous American Crows, 
their range in Alaska is unmistakably coast-
al, with heavy reliance on marine resources. 
The clever hiding place made perfect sense. 
I now remembered the papers I’d read 
about ground-nesting crows on islands in 
British Columbia.

My brain had been too quick to rule out 
the possibility because I thought I knew bet-
ter. All the other crow nests I’d found had 
been in trees. And yet I’d committed the 
cardinal sin of field biology: ignoring obser-
vation in favor of theory. It’s often the excep-
tion that teaches us something new, but only 
if we’re willing to see past our expectations. 
In this instance, I was thankful it was my son 
and not another ornithologist who had wit-
nessed my less-than-critical thinking skills. 
This bird expert had been outwitted by a 
four-year-old.

“Want to hear something cool about 
crows?” I asked Huxley.

He ignored me and instead watched half 
a dozen birds perched in a tall spruce tree, 
his eyes focused intensely on their glossy 
black forms.

“They look like friends,” he reported. 
“Maybe they live together.”

This was exactly what I’d planned to tell 
him—crows are intensely social. They join 

Huxley keeps sentry over the eggs of a Black 
Oystercatcher. Crows and oystercatchers in 
Alaska are similar in various details of their 
ecology, and their nests are placed practi-
cally side-by-side. Photo by © Patrick Farrell.

Every natural historian knows:
Always carry a magnifying glass!
Photo by © Caroline Van Hemert.
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forces to fend off potential predators, mob-
bing and cawing aggressively until a har-
ried eagle or marten has turned tail. They 
communicate with each other about food 
sources, and often work cooperatively to se-
cure them from other animals. They some-
times have nest helpers, young birds that 
work alongside their parents to feed and care 
for nestlings. But apparently an advanced 

degree wasn’t necessary to 
draw the conclusion that 
crows help each other.

Huxley insisted I take a 
photo of the nest, “in case we 
forget what it looks like.” We 
continued on to a lunch spot 

Even birds as familiar as the common crow 
yield new insights for those willing to let
go of received wisdom about the natural 
world. The crows of coastal Alaska and 
coastal western Canada, formerly treated
as a separate species, were recently 
“lumped” by the AOS with the American 
Crow. But they are ecologically distinctive—
and still enigmatic to birders and ornitholo-
gists alike. Photo by © Caroline Van Hemert.

Read more by the author:
The Sun is a Compass, Van 
Hemert’s award-winning 
memoir about migration, 

family, and a 4,000-mile human-powered 
adventure in the northern wilds.
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down the beach and let the crows return to 
their nest. As I pulled peanut-butter-and-
jelly sandwiches from the pack, Huxley 
first groaned that he wanted cheese in-
stead, then brightened suddenly.

“We’d better keep these close to us. I bet 
the crows would like them!”

A Parent’s Lesson in
Being a Better Birder
Once again, my son was right. Over two 
winters, I had captured crows as part of a 
study on beak deformities in Alaskan birds, 
and wrote about this experience for Bird-
ing (Sept./Oct. 2007, pp. 48–55). I had 
learned about beaks, but I’d also learned 
about the brains of corvids, the family of 
birds that includes crows, ravens, and jays. 
Corvids’ problem-solving and other cog-
nitive abilities are comparable to those of 
primates, even exceeding them in certain 
capacities. I had on more than one occa-
sion been outsmarted by wily crows whose 

favorite trick was to steal my bait, which 
consisted of Cheetos and hot dog buns, 
while another bird distracted me. I would 
lie on my belly on the sand or in the snow, 
waiting for them to walk in front of the net, 
only to realize that they had all flown away 
to join in the spoils. Maybe what I needed 
was a preschooler to help me.

After lunch, we cut through a narrow 
opening in the forest to return to the cove 
where our boat was anchored. Several 
mussel shells lay open on the moss beneath 
a tree, far above the high tideline.

“Crow,” Huxley said without pausing.
My son might not have earned any 

prizes for his sunny disposition, but he’d 
certainly outdone me as an ornithologist. I 
needed some redemption.

“Okay,” I told him, “I have one for you. 
Some crows use tools.”

His eyes widened. “What kind of tools?”
“Sticks and things. They make hooks 

out of wood to pull grubs from trees. They 

even know how to build their own tools.”
“Whoa.”
I wasn’t playing fair anymore. These 

behaviors had been observed in New Cale-
donian Crows, which live in the South Pa-
cific, far from Alaska. My son didn’t know 
how to read. He’d certainly never been 
to New Caledonia. But for the moment, I 
knew one thing about crows that he didn’t, 
and I counted this as a win for mom.

As we waited onshore for my husband, 
Pat, to get the skiff, I saw my younger son, 
Dawson, carefully split a dandelion stem 
down its middle and lay it on the beach.

“For the birds,” he told me. “It’s a 
present.”

The next morning, I stumbled onto 
an article reporting that American Crows 
farther south, in the Lower 48 states, had 
been found to deliver gifts to humans who 
fed them. We can only guess at the moti-
vations of a crow, but, according to both 
scientific and conventional wisdom, the 
brightly colored marbles and candy hearts 
left at people’s doorsteps constitute a form 
of avian gift-giving. Apparently, my kids 
know more about birds than I do. Or may-
be they simply pay attention. 

Huxley leads the way as the family
heads toward their skiff, and home.
Another day made richer by being out-
doors, among birds, and always curious. 
Photo by © Patrick Farrell.
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Anyone who watches an Australian lyre-

bird in full display is duly impressed, 

but isn’t likely to connect the experience 

with North America. Yet a link of an abiding kind 

exists. Science has established beyond doubt that 

America’s colorful songbirds are colonizers from 

a base in Australia, and—strange as this sounds—

lyrebirds are about as close as you can get to the 

very first songbird, to the forebear of America’s 

chickadees, meadowlarks, cardinals, and the like.

Birds are one of nature’s big success stories, but their 
rise has been very uneven, with some branches of the 
avian tree much more prolific than others. The South 
American Hoatzin is the only member of a whole avian 
order, which means a very long thin branch of the tree 
with one survivor at the tip. At the other extreme, the 
passerine, or perching bird, order is a branch so mighty 
that it dominates the entire tree, with some 6,000 spe-
cies, or 57% of the world’s bird species, including song-
birds. In other words, the first perching bird arising tens 
of millions of years ago has left an immense array of de-
scendants, while the first Hoatzin has left a legacy of just 
one species. If we consider numbers of birds rather than 
species, then perching birds push even further ahead, 

mailto:tim.low1@gmail.com
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with many super-successful species, includ-
ing the Red-billed Quelea, probably the 
world’s most-abundant wild bird, thought 
to number about 1.5 billion individuals. One 
key to passerine success has probably been 
the capacity of many species to construct 
nests in foliage.

Perching bird dominance has encouraged 
much interest in their origins. As recent-

ly as the 1970s, passerine origins remained a 
complete mystery, for fossils of any age were 
few in number, with the oldest little more 
than 20 million years old. A shift came with 
a paper in Nature in 1995 announcing frag-
mentary bones, 54 million years old, found 
in southern Queensland at a site that has also 
yielded Australia’s oldest marsupials and one 
of the world’s earliest bats. The three bits of 
bone were claimed to be the oldest evidence 
of perching birds ever discovered, preceding 
by 20 million years the next fossil evidence, 
from Europe. Their identity is disputed to-
day, and they no longer carry much weight, 
but they set the stage for what would follow.

As I explain in my book Where Song Be-
gan, genetic methods have improved over the 
years, and they have all but proved a south-
ern origin. They show that perching birds 
cleave into three groups (suborders): the 
songbirds, the suboscines, and the rare New 
Zealand wrens. Suboscines are represented 
in the ABA Area by such groups as phoe-
bes, pewees, and flycatchers, but their global 
headquarters are in South America, where 

The treecreepers of Australia probably don’t 
leap to mind when one thinks of the ABA 

Area’s songbirds (or “oscines”), but there is 
an undeniable linkage between the Austra-
lian and ABA Area avifaunas. In this article, 
we explore the Australian origins of Ameri-

ca’s thrushes, warblers, wrens, and more.

left: White-throated Treecreeper, Cormo-
bates leucophaea. Photo by © Mat Gilfedder.

right: Black-tailed Treecreeper, Climacteris 
melanurus. Photo by © Patrick Webster.
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manakins, cotingas, antbirds, and tapaculos 
help swell their numbers. New Zealand and 
South America were once part of the south-
ern supercontinent Gondwana, along with 
Australia, pointing to a Gondwanan home for 
perching birds, with each suborder centered 
on a different land. Africa had left Gondwana 
much too early to be relevant.

Recent fossil work in Australia has fleshed 
out the picture. Riversleigh, a vast limestone 
deposit in arid northwestern Queensland, 
has yielded all the world’s oldest fossils of 
living songbird genera. The rainforests flour-
ishing here almost 20 million years ago had 
lyrebirds, logrunners, Australian treecreep-
ers, bristlebirds, and quail-thrushes. Song-
bird fossils of similar ages have been found 
outside Australia, but none can be placed 
in living genera, and some belong to groups 
that are clearly extinct. The most impres-
sive northern find to date is a leg bone from 
Germany, belonging to the group that in-
cludes today’s nuthatches, treecreepers, and 
wallcreepers, but predating their separation. 
Some fossil sites of equal age, in Kenya and 
Namibia, are rich in bird fossils but lack 
songbirds altogether.

If we return to the genetic evidence, it aligns 
neatly with the Riversleigh fossils. In DNA 
trees of the world’s songbirds, lyrebirds and 
their Australian relatives the scrub-birds are 
the deepest branch, which means, genetically, 
they are the songbirds most different from 
all other songbirds; their ancestors diverged 
first. The word “primitive” has lost standing 
in biology for its misleading implications, but 
if we used it here, lyrebirds and scrub-birds 

would qualify as the world’s most primitive 
songbirds. The next branch has Australian 
treecreepers and bowerbirds, and the third 
is a grouping of mainly Australian birds that 
includes bristlebirds and honeyeaters. This 
branching pattern implies that early songbird 
evolution occurred in Australia. The fossils 
back that up by including species from the 
three lowest branches, and none at all from 
young branches of the songbird tree.

Anatomical evidence adds a third strand 
to the story. The American biologist Peter 
Ames developed an abiding interest in the 
syrinxes (vocal organs) of perching birds, 
going on to dissect and examine more than 
800 from around the world. He found three 
designs among songbirds. One occurs only 
in lyrebirds and scrub-birds (two species of 
each), another is only in Australian treecreep-
ers (seven species), and the third is shared by 
the remaining 4,500 passerines considered 
to be songbirds. The greater anatomical di-
versity in Australia points to that landmass 
as the home of songbirds. The differences 
show that syrinx design went through some 
“experimentation” in early songbirds, with 
the third design the only one to be exported 
from Australia by colonizing birds.

What is striking about this is that lyrebirds 
and scrub-birds lack one muscle pair found 
in other songbirds, yet if anything are vocally 
superior. When they sing, lyrebirds bend 
their necks to change their resonance. Par-
rots match them in producing skillful sounds 
(especially when they learn human talk) from 
a simple syrinx. New Zealand wrens lack in-
trinsic muscles in the syrinx, suboscines have 
up to two, lyrebirds and scrub-birds have 
three, and other oscine songbirds—all 4,500 
species—have four.

We shouldn’t assume that the very first 
songbird looked like a lyrebird. Spe-

cies on early branches can change markedly 
over time, and lyrebirds and scrub-birds 
have diverged enough to be placed in differ-
ent families. What they have in common are 
the syrinx design, superb singing skills, and 
drab brown plumage, all of which could well 
be features retained from the very first song-
bird. They also breed very slowly, laying 
only one white egg in a clutch, which takes 
about a month (scrub-birds) or two months 
(lyrebirds) to hatch. The Superb Lyrebird 
is one of the world’s largest songbirds, ex-
ceeded in size only by Common and Thick-

The pure-tone proclamations of the Eastern 
Meadowlark (bottom right, next page), the 
cheery sputtering of the Elegant Euphonia 

(top right, next page), and the jangling flight 
song of the Chestnut-collared Longspur 
(right, this page) can be heard only in the 

Americas. Yet these songbirds’ songs—and 
those of every other New World songbird—
were pioneered by “primitive” songbirds in 

Australia. Photos by © Marky Mutchler.
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billed ravens. Scrub-birds are only about the size 
of starlings, and look rather ordinary, and are 
probably closer in size and appearance to the 
ancestral songbird.

We may wonder if, vocally, songbirds went 
“backwards” over time. The “primitive” lyre-
birds are widely regarded to be among the best 
songsters in the world. If you don’t know their 
songs, go online and listen! Scrub-birds also 
count as outstanding singers. I suspect that the 
earliest songbirds, evolving long ago when there 
were plenty of birds but no songbirds, took over 
the airwaves, so to speak. In today’s diverse bird 
communities, each species benefits by having its 

own distinctive call, broadcast within a narrow 
band. The very first songbirds would have faced 
less aural competition, so a wider repertoire could 
have worked well to attract females. Lyrebirds 
and scrub-birds live today in bird communities 
that aren’t especially rich in species, and they call 
largely in winter when other birds aren’t calling 
much. They are promiscuous birds, the males lur-
ing females by broadcasting the best calls. Lyre-
birds, of course, also have impressive tails.

These findings allow us to put every group 
of songbirds in context. Take vireos, for in-
stance. Of bird groups in the Americas, they 
stand apart. What are they close to? For more 

The vireos are a quintessentially 
American group—or so we’d long 

believed. It turns out that these ar-
boreal insectivores, slow-moving 
and subtly patterned, are closely 

related to the berrypeckers and 
erpornis of Asia. More broadly, 

vireos are part of an “Orioloidea” 
radiation from the Old World.

above: Red-eyed Vireo 
by © Weston Barker.

right: Blue-headed Vireo 
by © Ronan Nicholson.
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than a century, biologists wondered. Some 
experts placed them with shrikes because 
of their hooked bills, while others leaned 
toward a relationship with wood-warblers, 
tanagers, and other New World groups. 
Modern DNA studies locate them some-
where very different. Interesting evidence 
came in 2002 when a molecular study of 
Asian babblers found that one distinctive 
species, the White-bellied Yuhina (recently 
renamed White-bellied Erpornis), was not 
what it seemed. Then, in 2007, a DNA 
study showed that Asia’s nine shrike-bab-
blers are not babblers. These birds are now 

recognized as Asian members of the vireo 
family, previously thought to be restricted 
to the Americas. Some experts put them 
in a family alongside the vireo family—but 
nevertheless closely related to the vireos. 
The birds closest to Asian and American 
vireos are the Tit Berrypecker and Crested 
Berrypecker of the high mountains of New 
Guinea. Next come Australian whistlers and 
Old World orioles. Vireos have left a living 
trail that leads from Australia to New Guinea 
to Asia to the Americas. Alaska would have 
been reached via the Bering Strait during a 
warm period, and an arrival about 15 mil-

lion years ago seems plausible, based on ge-
netic, fossil, and climatic evidence. The Old 
World orioles fit in with that, for, although 
they occur on four continents, the deepest 
branches are in Australia, and early fossils 
are known from Australia. The evidence 
means that vireos are closer to birds in Asia, 
New Guinea, and Australia than to anything 
in the Americas.

The story has been one of a series of song-
birds leaving Australia to produce waves of 
descendants. American songbirds trace de-
scent from three species that left Australia, 
one giving rise to vireos; another to shrikes, 

http://aba.org/magazine


The Australian Logrunner, Orthonyx 
temminckii, suggests one of the rain-
forest-dwelling suboscine antbirds of 
tropical America. But it is in the os-
cine, or songbird, family Orthonychi-
dae. Its song is an excited chatter of 
four to six rising chee! or cheet! notes. 
Photo by © Mat Gilfedder.
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crows, magpies, and jays; and yet another to all the rest. Other conti-
nents have songbirds attesting to other colonization events, including 
those of cuckooshrikes and Old World orioles.

Parrots add interest to this story, for it is now well accepted from 
multiple genetic studies that they are the closest relatives of perch-

ing birds and count as another Gondwanan group. Australia and 
South America are the two parrot-rich continents, and Australia with 
its cockatoos has the most morphological and genetic diversity, so a 
southern origin is easy to accept. But the connection to perching birds 
is not obvious because there are no clear morphological similarities. 
What they have in common is intelligence. Large parrots and large 

An interesting twist in the songbird story was the discovery 
earlier this century that falcons are more closely related to 

chickadees and cardinals, say, than to hawks and eagles.

below: Prairie Falcon by © Katie Warner.

right: Peregrine Falcon by © Gracie McMahon.
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songbirds are the world’s smartest birds, 
with a capacity to learn many vocalizations.

Parrots and perching birds have falcons 
as their nearest relatives, followed by South 
America’s two seriemas, which are large, 
ground-dwelling predators. Falcons fit with 
Gondwanan radiation, for they are most 
diverse in South America, with its forest-
falcons and caracaras. Parrots, falcons, and 
seriemas all have hooked beaks, suggesting 
the ancestor of the whole group could have 
been a predator with a hooked beak. The 
oldest branch of the parrot family has three 
species—Kea, New Zealand Kaka, and Kaka-
po—and Keas are by far the most predatory 
of all parrots. They will drag seabird chicks 
from their burrows, or grab mice and devour 
them, and were once notorious for their at-
tacks on sheep. A Kea would land on the back 
of a disabled or dying sheep, pluck away the 
wool, and then stab with its great mandible to 
reach the flesh or kidneys. The attacks were 
so serious that New Zealand once imposed a 
bounty on Keas.

The picture emerging from all this is one 
of parrots and songbirds colonizing the world 
from Australia, and falcons and suboscines 
spreading out of South America, although the 
story is not neat. The fossil record from the 
Northern Hemisphere includes many extinct 
early relatives of parrots and perching birds. 
Noteworthy among these are birds in the fam-
ily Zygodactylidae, plentiful in Europe and 
North America more than 30 million years 
ago. They provide a striking link between 
perching birds and parrots, because they have 
skeletons like those of perching birds, but 
with parrot-like feet, with two toes forwards 
and two back. They imply that perching birds 
had an ancestor with parrot-like feet which re-
verted. All the fossils in the Northern Hemi-

The wonderfully diverse wood-warblers, family Parulidae, are, for many birders, the 
ne plus ultra of birding in the Americas. Many species breed well north in the temperate 
zone, and winter in Middle America or even South America. But the story of their travels, 
over the longer time scale of biological evolution, is truly global.

clockwise from bottom left: Golden-winged Warbler by © Adrianna Nelson, Tropical 
Parula by © Ronan Nicholson, Golden-cheeked Warbler by © Caleb Helsel.
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sphere point to repeated departures of birds 
from the Southern Hemisphere that died out, 
probably because they were replaced by later 
arrivals of birds from the south.

Less than a century ago, the Northern 
Hemisphere was taken to be the power-

house of bird evolution. Archaeopteryx had 
been found in Germany, and most of the 
world’s bird fossils were turning up in Europe 
and North America. But that thinking shifted 
in the 1970s, when the evidence for continen-
tal drift allowed for new possibilities. In the de-
cades since, genetic and fossil finds, and anal-
yses of distributions, have strengthened the 
evidence for some southern origins. Pigeons 
have emerged as another iconic group with a 
Gondwanan past, based on Australia yielding 
the oldest fossils and genetic evidence, giving 
South America the deepest pigeon lineages. 
The Dodo was a giant pigeon, and DNA taken 
from a museum specimen places it as part of a 
radiation out of Australia.

The ultimate claim about southern origins 
was a 2015 paper by Santiago Claramunt 
and Joel Cracraft of the American Museum 
of Natural History. Writing in Science Ad-
vances (“A new time tree reveals Earth his-
tory’s imprint on the evolution of modern 
birds,” tinyurl.com/Claramunt-Cracraft), 
Claramunt and Cracraft hypothesized that all 
living birds could be traced back to an origin 
in west Gondwana, meaning South America 
and a nearby part of Antarctica. They pro-
posed that the most recent common ances-
tor of all living birds lived in South America 
around 95 million years ago, and that all the 
main bird groups arose there before spread-
ing out. Their scenario had Australia as the 
source of songbirds because an ancestral spe-
cies spread there across the forests of Antarc-
tica 50 million years ago.

A 2015 article reporting all this in Nature 
carried the title “How birds spread around 
the globe,” as if it were settled science, but 
the Claramunt and Cracraft paper has drawn 
some criticism and not been embraced by the 
science community. Its bold interpretation 
goes well beyond the evidence. Their claim 

that one part of Gondwana had a monopoly 
on modern birds for 30 million years seems 
implausible to me, given that birds are so mo-
bile. Can we ever know where the first mod-
ern bird originated? More fossils are needed 
from Asia and the southern continents to 
flesh out the picture. Antarctica surely played 
a key role, but most of its fossil-bearing rocks 
lie hidden under ice. One of the few bird fos-
sils it has produced, Vegavis, about 68 mil-
lion years old, was for some years hailed as a 
relative of ducks, but its identity is now under 
a cloud.

Gondwana was important to bird evolu-
tion, but how important remains unclear. 

What everyone agrees on is a southern origin 
for the world’s most successful avian clade, 
the perching birds. Songbirds were the first 
life forms on the planet to produce what so 
many of us think of as birdsong. It is not a 
stretch to say that the first song on Earth was 
sung in Australia. 

As the Albert’s Lyrebird, Menura alberti,
displays in the Australian rainforest, it is easy 
to imagine that it is a small pheasant—and, in 
fact, the species was first described as such. 
But the lyrebird is a passerine—and not only 
that, a songbird. Photo by © Mat Gilfedder.
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I
t’s just one of those things every birder knows. 

The nocturnal bugeaters now so blandly, so an-

tiseptically known as “nightjars” for long cen-

turies went under the label “goatsucker” or its 

equivalent in other European languages (Suolahti 1909), “a 

curious name derive[d] from the notion that nightjars were 

supposed to feed under the cover of darkness on the milk of 

goats” (Moss 2018). Whether the ancient story was ever a gen-

uine folk belief or, more likely, simply a way for the scholars of 

antiquity to poke some slanderous fun at their country cousins, 

it and the evocative name still occupy a firm place in the stock 

of sometimes questionable lore we use to entertain ourselves in 

those slow stretches afield.

Every birder knows it, and every one of the annoying superfluity of 
books about avian onomastics repeats it as if it were a startling new dis-
covery. But not a single one of those works or their authors has gone on 
to ask the more interesting question: Whether it was ever actually be-
lieved or not, what did this outlandish tale of the goat-sucking nightjar 
mean to those who heard it and repeated it over the centuries?

A question worth asking. A question worth answering.

What the Goatsucker MeansWhat the Goatsucker Means

h i

An old
name adds 
surprising

layers of
meaning to 
the cultural 

nightjar

mailto:birdaz@gmail.com
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For many birders, the nightjar is a voice in the dark. Hearing a Common Poorwill in Arizona, 
say, or a Eurasian Nightjar in Austria, elicits satisfaction and wonder. But that response is far 
from universal. In many cultures, nightjars are emblems of terror. And the odd name “goat-
sucker,” still applied to birds in the order Caprimulgiformes, preserves a particularly peculiar 
mythology about nightjars. Eurasian Nightjar, Caprimulgus europaeus, by © Ori Davidor.
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T hough its origins are obscure, the 
transmission of the story from 

antiquity into the modern period is 
well known and easily traced. The ear-
liest written attestation is in Book IX 
of Aristotle’s History of Animals, com-
piled in the mid-fourth century BCE:

The so-called goatsucker lives on 
mountains; it is a little larger than 
the owsel [Eurasian Blackbird], 
and less than the cuckoo [Com-
mon Cuckoo]; it lays two eggs, or 
three at the most, and is of a slug-
gish disposition. It flies up to the 
she-goat and sucks its milk, from 
which habit it derives its name; it 
is said that, after it has sucked the 
teat of the animal, the teat dries up 
and the animal goes blind. It is dim-
sighted in the day-time, but sees 
well enough by night.

(transl. Thompson 1910)

Three hundred fifty years after Aristo-
tle, the Roman encyclopedist Pliny the 
Elder took over Aristotle’s account into 
his Natural History, latinizing the Greek 
author’s αἰγοθήλας as “caprimulgus” 
(transl. Bostock and Riley 1855)—the 
name that would be rendered into Eng-
lish by early modern ornithology as 
“goat-sucker” (Ray 1678) and retained 
in its Latin form by Linnaeus (1758).

The account of the goatsucker and its 
furtive nighttime suckling remained au-
thoritative in the natural history of the 
European Middle Ages. Though the 
story is repeated in most of the standard 
encyclopedias, Latin and vernacular, 
produced in medieval Europe, it seems 
to be credited in those works invariably 
to Pliny or to Aristotle, with no indica-
tion of its contemporary currency—a 
further piece of negative evidence to 
support the conclusion that no legend 
gave rise to the name, but that, rather, the 
name, itself a product of misunderstand-
ing and folk etymology (Keller 1913), 

This Eurasian Nightjar, from Jacob The-
odor Klein’s 1750 Historiae Avium Pro-
dromus, would be terrifying even if we 

knew nothing of the folklore surrounding 
the species. Image courtesy of Biodiver-
sity Heritage Library on behalf of Smith-
sonian Libraries–biodiversitylibrary.org.

http://biodiversitylibrary.org
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required the creation of a legend to explain it (Beccaria 
1995). Knowledge of the bird, its name or names, and 
its reputed habits remained a matter for scholars, whose 
debates focused not on the genuine beliefs of the aver-
age goatherd but instead on how they should understand 
one another’s learned disquisitions on the subject (Smith 
1990). Even when, at the close of the Middle Ages, skep-
tics resolved to settle the question with some ethnolin-
guistic field work, they found that the rural folk they con-
sulted did not know the bird or knew it only under names 
that had nothing to do with milk theft (Gesner 1555), or 
their hillbilly informants affirmed the implausible story 
with such exaggerated gusto that the researchers feared 
they were being mocked (Turner 1544).

Widely transmitted as it was in the scientific literature, 
the legend of the goatsucker does not appear to have pen-

etrated the bestiary tradition of the Middle Ages. The 
compilers of those often lavishly illustrated books, which 
glossed natural history “facts” from encyclopedic sources 
with allegorical interpretations, usually found weird tales 
of nocturnal creatures irresistible, but my review—admit-
tedly, incomplete—has not discovered a single moraliza-
tion of the caprimulgus anywhere in the bestiary corpus.

That would change at the end of the medieval period, in 
the 16th and 17th centuries, when a new literary and picto-
rial genre, the emblem, provided new opportunities to proj-
ect the behavior of the thieving nightjar onto human life.

Alcibiade Lucarini’s goatsucker steals a nanny goat’s milk. The 
Latin text (adimit lucem, “diminishes eyesight”) clues us in to the 
legend that the Eurasian Nightjar stole milk from goats and made 
them go blind. Image courtesy of Hathi Trust Digital Library.
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represents the stigmata of Saint Francis of Assisi). The 
intellectual pleasure of the emblem for the viewer lay in 
figuring out just how the ingenious author or artist would 
connect the figure with the world of human life.

Birds appear with some frequency in the emblem 
books. Writing in the 1630s, the Augustinian monk Filip-
po Picinelli listed 68 species—including the vespertilio, 
the bat—in his encyclopedic summary of the emblem 
literature. Among them are familiar species such as the 
European blackbird (the sinner in extremis, Saint Marcel-
linus) and exotics such as the bird-of-paradise (voluntary 
poverty, nobility of the soul). The emblematic bird par ex-
cellence was, unsurprisingly, the eagle; Picinelli (1653) tal-
lied 164 distinct and sometimes contradictory meanings 
assigned to the species by the emblematists of his day.

More than just a symbol or a mascot, the Renais-
sance and Baroque emblem was a fixed artistic 

form joining a picture with an allegorical decoding of its 
higher, spiritual meaning. The emblematic picture could 
have virtually any subject, from atmospheric phenomena 
to mythological figures to hand tools. The accompanying 
explications, Latin, Greek, or vernacular, often in metri-
cally sophisticated verse, in effect answered the riddle 
posed by the image, drawing comparisons ranging from 
the straightforward and mundane (the hammer repre-
sents hard work) to the decidedly arcane (the hammer 

This lovesick rustic, from Camerarius’s Emblemata amatoria,
has failed to learn the lesson of the caprimulgus, the name still 

applied to nightjars. Image courtesy of Getty Research Institute.
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The goatsucker, too, made its way from ancient and 
medieval natural history into the moralizing tradi-

tion of the emblem books, where it would be assigned 
some unexpected, even scurrilous meanings. Picinelli 
(1653) compares the illicit milking of the goat to “the 
habits of so many lawyers, who drain their poor clients of 
blood with their savage mouths. Princes and their min-
isters, too, in their boundless avarice oppress their sub-
jects, as the image of the goatsucker denotes so perfectly.”

The second, less well-known part of Aristotle’s story, 
namely, that the she-goats are blinded by the nightjar’s 
ministrations, suggested different similitudes. An em-
blem Picinelli attributes to Alcibiade Lucarini is cap-
tioned, “It steals the light with the milk,” in which the 
goatsucker is identified as the insatiable lust of a woman, 
who sucks her lover dry and deprives him of the light 
of wisdom, virtue, and good reputation. For good mea-
sure, Picinelli (1653) adds a couplet from 
the then-popular play, The Faithful Shep-
herd, spoken by the libidinous female lead: 
“And as much blood as he had in his veins 
/ I sucked it out like a leech.”

The most visually striking example of 
this interpretive approach is an emblem in 
Georgius Camerarius’s 1627 Emblemata 
amatoria, captioned “Caprimulgus.” At 
the foot of a distant mountain, a herdsman 
walks past a farmhouse. A small barn in 
the foreground is cut away to reveal three 
horned goats, one of which struggles to its 
feet as a rather vulture-like bird stretches 
its long neck towards her haunch. Float-
ing in the air above the stall, an outsized 
winged Cupid has released his arrows, two 
of which are just about to strike the opened 
eyes of a beardless young man seated be-
neath a nearby tree; the man is naked from 
the waist up, and a second putto perches 
on his lap, sucking at his right nipple.

If ever an image required decoding, 
this one cries out for it. Camerarius 

(1626) solves the puzzle for us in the Latin poem fac-
ing the picture:

Behold: The bird from the mountains, boldly find-
ing its way into the stables of the goats in the dim 
light, drinks from the swollen udder; at the same 
time, the dreadful bird despoils them of their ill-
fated eyes, and deprives them of sight along with the 
sweet milk. The goat’s udder is made barren by the 
bird’s pestilent breath, and the flow of her milk suf-
fers eternal drought. Now I am drinking the blood of 
the young goatherd, but at length Venus will steal his 
vision along with his reason.

Even more startling, and intellectually more elaborate, 
is the emblem “Capra lattante”—the suckling goat—

in Paolo Aresi’s Italian-language collection Imprese sacre 

Paolo Aresi makes the parallel explicit between the goatsucker and the 
evil torturer of Saint Agatha. The Latin words elicit sanguinem would have 
been recognized at the time as an allusion to the sadistic acts of Quintia-
nus. Image courtesy of Google Books.
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con triplicati discorsi, published in 1613. The image 
is framed by a lavish foliate and architectural border; a 
four-winged cherub looks down on the scene. Against 
a mountainous background, a horned goat stands on a 
level pasture with sparse grass 
while a large, raptor-like bird 
drinks from its teat. A bande-
role loops across the sky read-
ing Elicit sanguinem (“brings 
out blood”), words drawn 
from the Biblical book of Prov-
erbs: “And he that strongly 
squeezeth the paps to bring 
out milk, straineth out butter; 
and he that violently bloweth 
his nose, bringeth out blood.” 
Some more recent English 
translations read, mundanely, 
“churning cream produces but-
ter”; the echoic Scots and Eng-
lish name “churn owl” for the 
nightjar is, like those of so many 
caprimulgids, certainly echoic 
(Swainson 1885) and unrelated to the Biblical passage.

Aresi’s poem (1613) beneath the picture provides 
the clues to help the viewer puzzle out the complicated 
connection:

That refined and intimate liquid from her teat that 
the loving mother was saving for her newborn 
young—behold, a bird of somber black plumage has 
come to the udder and greedily sucked it down, fi-
nally drawing blood in its larcenous zeal. Unless I 
am deceived, it was in that bird that the evildoer who 
persecuted Agatha found his inspiration.

Intended in large part as a preaching aid, Aresi’s Imprese 
offers dense prose explications after each of its emblems. 
In this case, the author informs us that the goatsucker, a 
scheming creature of the night, is the perfect analogy to 
Quintianus, the third-century Roman functionary who, 

failing to bend the beautiful Christian Agatha to his will, 
had the girl tortured (Aresi 1613).

Quintianus’s “love” for Agatha is exactly like that of the 
goatsucker for the goat: The bird does not intend good 

for the goat but rather only for 
itself, and does not seek what is 
helpful for the goat but only to 
satisfy its own passions, even at 
the cost of the gravest damage to 
the goat. So too did Quintianus 
(the same could be said for any-
one else experiencing worldly 
love) seek not the good of Saint 
Agatha but the enjoyment of his 
own senses (Aresi 1613). Seeing 
Agatha’s faith unshaken, Quin-
tianus finally ordered that her 
breast be removed with a black-
smith’s tongs, causing blood to 
flow where only the sweetest 
milk should be produced.

At this point, Aresi draws 
the loose ends tight. Like the 

goatsucker, Quintianus longed to drink the milk from 
Agatha’s breast, that is to say, to enjoy her love. But his 
faithlessness blinded him, letting him see only darkness 
and evil. When he found that her maidenly virtue could 
not be overcome, he found another way to suckle at her 
breast, with pincers of iron, as the bird attacks the goat 
with its sharp bill. Thus Quintianus made the blood 
flow from her body, and, by removing her breast, sought 
to ensure that she would never produce milk again. In 
this way, he hoped to take away her sight, the vision of 
her own life. Even mutilated, Agatha held fast to her 
faith; she told Quintianus that she still had the internal 
breasts of her soul, which would continue to produce 
the sweet liquor of truth. Indeed, Saint Peter would visit 
her in prison, according to legend, and heal her wounds 
before she faced her final martyrdom. Today Agatha is 
revered by many as the patron saint of those afflicted 
with breast cancer.

Lorenzo Lippi’s 16th-century painting of Saint 
Agatha shows her in contemplation of the pincers 

with which she was mutilated. Image courtesy
of Blanton Museum of Art–Austin, Texas.
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The emblem books of the 16th and 17th centuries sur-
vive in daunting numbers. An ambitious project, now 

stalled, to make many of them accessible online has digi-
tized nearly 1,400 volumes, only the tip of what has been 
called the iceberg of the baroque. As the example of the 
goatsucker and its unexpected meanings shows, though, 
the emblems and the books that contain them are a trea-
sure trove not just for historians. We birders, too, can make 
discoveries that yield sometimes startling insight into the 
way our long-ago forebears thought about birds.
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They’re really not all that bad.
A Eurasian Nightjar comports
itself with a characteristic mix of 
wariness and rectitude, pondering 
its next meal of lacewings and
caddisflies, possibly even an antlion 
or mantis—but nothing whatsoever 
to do with goat milk, other goat 
parts, or anything else remotely 
connected with goats. Photo
by © Richard Schnürmacher.
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2021 ABA Travel Business Directory
An ABA guide to services, providers, and destinations from our friends in the birding
travel business community. Your support for these companies is greatly appreciated!
Look for our Travel Special in the upcoming December Birding issue.

Albatross Birding and Nature Tours / chile
■ contact@albatross-birding.com
■ albatross-birding.com
■ +56 23299 4368
contact : Fernando Díaz

Albatross organizes nature-focused tours, led by skilled guides 
with expert knowledge of birds, wildlife, botany, natural history, 
and photography. Our sustainable practices guarantee respect 
for the environment and support for local development, and we 
make a point of being inclusive towards all people. Albatross 
offers an interesting variety of tours in Chile and other Latin 
American countries.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Beaks and Peaks Birding
& Adventure Tours / Honduras
■ info@beaksandpeaks.com
■ www.beaksandpeaks.com
■ +504 9752 2606
contact : William Orellana

Beaks and Peaks offers ethically and ecologically responsible 
birding and photography tours in Central and South America 
and the Caribbean. If you are looking for exquisite birds, au-
thentic experiences, personal service, and unforgettable memo-
ries while also supporting local communities and conservations 
efforts: you have come to the right place!

Birdwatching Breaks / scotland
■ enquiries@birdwatchingbreaks.com
■ birdwatchingbreaks.com
■ +44 (0)1381 610495
contact : Mark Finn

Birding Breaks holidays are friendly and exciting and run 
by professional guides with a passion for birding and natural 
history. We work with local ornithologists who are highly 
experienced in the country they operate in. We cater for 
all abilities of birders, from beginners to those with more 
experience and clients who wish to visit more adventurous 
countries around the globe.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Canopy Family Panamá / panamá
■ carlos@canopytower.com
■ www.canopytower.com
■ +50766110151
contact : Carlos Bethancourt

Welcome to the Canopy Family! Founded in 1999, we are a fam-
ily of uniquely designed ecolodges located in some of Panama’s 
most biodiverse areas. We specialize in exceptional birding and 
natural history experiences, delivering excellent service with 
world-class bilingual guides patiently sharing their passion and 
knowledge for Panama’s birds and wildlife.
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Davis County Tourism & Events / usa
■ mgubler@daviscountyutah.gov
■ playindavis.com
■ (801) 451-3237

Located just minutes from 
Salt Lake City, Davis is host 
to the 2022 Davis County Birding Festival. Also boasts 10 golf 
courses, over 500 miles of trails, the Great Salt Lake, and Ante-
lope Island. Fuel up for your never-ending adventure at one of 
400+ restaurants. At the end of the day, kick back and relax at 
any of our 22 nationally branded hotels.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Eyes on Wildlife / australia
patrick@eyesonwildlife.com.au
■ www.eyesonwildlife.com.au
■ +61 439 817 214
contact : Patrick De Geest

Eyes on Wildlife offers birding and wild-
life tours in Far North Queensland, Austra-
lia. On his tours, owner Patrick De Geest strives to educate guests 
about the local ecosystems. He actively contributes to preventing 
climate change by offsetting the carbon footprint for each tour. 
His conservation efforts are aimed at helping local conservation 
organisations in the Wet Tropics Bioregion and surrounds.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Field Guides Inc. / usa
■ fieldguides@fieldguides.com
■ fieldguides.com
■ (800) 728-4953
contact : Christine Boilard

Field Guides has been operating high-quality 
birding tours since 1985, and now offers 135 itineraries to more 
than 50 countries. We have always believed in two simple prem-
ises: we want all of our clients to share in the excitement and 
fun of a top-notch birding adventure, and we want to provide the 
best service possible to our tour participants.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

High Lonesome Bird Tours / usa
■ forrest@highlonesometours.com
■ highlonesometours.com
■ (443) 838-6589
contact : Dr. Forrest Davis

High Lonesome offers tours to suit everyone, from the bird-
ing beginner to the experienced traveler and from teenagers to 

seniors. Whether it’s the unspoiled 
wilderness of Alaska or the moun-
tains and jungles of Ecuador, we will 
take you to the world’s most special 
places and show you the amazing 
birds that live there.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Holbrook Travel / usa
■ travel@holbrooktravel.com
■ www.holbrooktravel.com
■ (800) 451-7111

Holbrook Travel was founded on the mission to provide a true 
connection between our travelers and nature and people of our 
destinations. We support our travelers, leaders, and sponsoring 
institutions with reliable services and a deep network to create 
experiences that last a lifetime. Since 1974, we’ve taken thou-
sands of travelers on expeditions across Latin America, Africa, 
and destinations beyond. 

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Laredo Convention
& Visitors Bureau / usa
■ vgamboa@ci.laredo.tx.us
■ www.visitlaredo.com
■ (956) 794-1712
contact : Veronica Gamboa

Located deep in the heart of South 
Texas, Laredo is the beginning of the Lone Star State, and of a 
travel experience that is American, Texan and Mexican all in 
one. This location lends itself to a perfect blend of culture, lan-
guage, culinary influences and ambiance that can only be found 
deep in the heart of South Texas.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

The Lodge on Little
St. Simons Island / USA
■ Lodge@LittleSSI.com
■ www.LittleSSI.com
■ (888) 733-5774

Remote and remarkable, the Lodge on 
Little St. Simons Island is beloved for 
its natural beauty and gracious hospitality. Come explore the 
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Island’s 11,000 acres of wilderness, 7 miles of undeveloped 
beach, and conservation initiatives. The all-inclusive ecolodge 
on Little St Simons Island provides enriching guided adventures 
and timeless accommodations. Experience the Island where 
nature is the luxury. 

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Monterey Bay
Whale Watch / usa
■ whaletrips@gowhales.com
■ montereybaywhalewatch.com
■ (831) 375-4658
contact : Nancy Black

There are many whale-watching operations in Monterey Bay, 
but few can claim to be owned by marine biologists. The tours at 
Monterey Bay Whale Watch focus on learning about the whales 
and their environment, as well as conserving their habitat and 
being respectful towards them as living beings.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Naturalist Journeys / usa
■ travel@naturalistjourneys.com
■ www.naturalistjourneys.com
■ (866) 900-1146

Naturalist Journey’s carefully-crafted birding and wildlife tours 
are creative, dynamic, and enduring. We relish the art of nature 
travel, savoring our experience with each creature and landscape, 
while enjoying the camaraderie of like-minded travelers. And 
although birds are our specialty, natural history, scenic apprecia-
tion, culture, and geology play a strong role in all of our travels.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Naturetrek / united kingdom
■ info@naturetrek.co.uk
■ www.naturetrek.co.uk
■ +44 (0)1962 733051
contact : Andy Tucker

Naturetrek has been crafting expertly guided group and tailor-
made wildlife holidays and cruises to all seven continents since 

1986. Be assured that their passionate team will enable you to 
experience and enjoy the best of the world’s wildlife and natural 
spectacles in as comfortable and rewarding a manner as pos-
sible, caring as best they can for the environment in the process.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Partnership for International Birding / usa
■ charles@pibird.com
■ www.pibird.com
■ (888) 203-7464
contact : Charles Thornton-Kolbe

The Partnership for International 
Birding has developed partner-
ships with premier local bird guides around the world to offer 
clients over one hundred birding opportunities. Most of our tours 
are scheduled small-group tours, covering the top birding routes 
across the globe, but we also tailor or customize trips to meet the 
needs of couples or small groups of birding friends.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Rockjumper Birding Tours / south africa
■ info@rockjumper.com
■ www.rockjumperbirding.com
■ (888) 990-5552

Rockjumper offers quality birding adventures, expertly guided 
by passionate and experienced professional tour leaders. Our 
300 scheduled tours annually explore the world’s prime birding 
areas, and our tailor-made department can custom design your 
dream birding vacation. We seek to deliver the ultimate birding 
experience by ensuring our tours are seamlessly arranged, fun, 
educational and support conservation initiatives.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Saskatoon Custom Bird Tours / canada
■ birdtours@sasktel.net
■ www.birdtours.ca
■ (306) 652-5975

Saskatoon Custom Bird Tours offers private and group guided 
birding tours out of Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, Canada. In the 
breeding season, about 150 bird species occur in our nearby 
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grassland, wetland and woodland habitats. Thanks to our loca-
tion at the confluence of two major North American flyways, 
boreal and arctic nesting warblers, flycatchers, vireos and shore-
birds supplement that list during migration.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Tropical Birding Tours / usa
■ info@tropicalbirding.com
■ www.tropicalbirding.com
■ (800) 348-5941

Tropical Birding specializes in birding, nature, and nature 
photography tours. We have been in business for twenty years, 
and now offer various nature-based travel experiences to over 
60 global destinations. Our main goal will always be to show 
and share with you the natural world we love, from flocks of 
warblers in Ohio to the large walrus of Svalbard.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Victor Emanuel
Nature Tours / usa
■ info@ventbird.com
■ www.ventbird.com
■ (800) 328-8368

Victor Emanuel Nature Tours (VENT) is one of the most highly re-
garded birding and nature tour companies in the world. Founded 
by industry pioneer Victor Emanuel in 1976, VENT sets the stan-
dard for excellence in ecotourism. The world-class expertise of 
our tour leaders combined with our office staff’s decades of tour 
operations experience ensure outstanding (and fun!) tours of the 
highest quality.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Virginia Beach CVB / usa
■ knorman@visitvirginiabeach.com
■ visitvirginiabeach.com
■ (800) 847-4882

Where the Chesapeake Bay meets the Atlantic Ocean, you’ll find 
the bustling coastal city of Virginia Beach. A popular destina-
tion all year long, Virginia Beach shines during the summer-
time when visitors flock to the oceanfront and boardwalk. Also 
known for its flourishing local dining scene, arts and enter-
tainment, maritime history, and family-friendly attractions, 
Virginia Beach offers experiences for everyone to enjoy.

Visit Fairfax / usa
■ visitfairfax@fxva.com
■ www.fxva.com
■ (703) 790-0643

Bored in Fairfax County? Never! Fairfax is an ideal getaway spot in 
Northern Virginia because of all the great activities to choose from, 
such as a family-friendly day with kids filled with history and won-
der, night on the town with friends at trendy pubs or exquisite win-
eries, or a whole-family getaway for an upcoming holiday vacation.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Visit Tallahassee / usa
■ visittallahassee.com
■ (850) 606-2305

With over 300 bird species ranging from the Painted Bunting to 
the rare American Flamingo, Tallahassee lies in one of the most 
biologically diverse regions in the US. Home to more than 700 
miles of biking, hiking, paddling, equestrian and running trails, 
and featuring 20 sites on the Great Florida Birding and Wildlife 
Trail, wildlife abounds in Tallahassee! Check out VisitTallahas-
see.com to learn more and plan your trip today. 

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Wilderness Birding Adventures / usa
■ info@wildernessbirding.com
■ www.wildernessbirding.com
■ (907) 299-3937

Wilderness Birding Adventures is a small, 
family-owned business with guides that live, 
explore, and raise their families in Alaska. We 
are literally showing you our backyards. With the most complete 
selection of birding trips offered in Alaska, we’re happy to help 
you find the perfect fit. Have something else in mind? Contact us 
about a custom trip!

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Yellowbilled Tours / usa
■ yellowbilledtours@gmail.com
■ yellowbilledtours.com
contact : Rich Cimino

Yellowbilled Tours is a small 
group birding service in its 21st year of touring the Alaskan Tundra 
to the Tropics of Central America, hot spots in the lower 48 states, 
and Provence, France. We offer true small group tours, never more 
than 6 birders per trip, to ensure a personalized experience.
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The genus Archilochus comprises 
just two species, the Black-
chinned and Ruby-throated hum-

mingbirds, two of the most widespread 
hummingbird species in the ABA Area. If 
we are dealing with an adult male Archilo-
chus, distinguishing between the two spe-
cies is usually straightforward: Just wait 
until the gorget catches the light. It glints 
purple in Black-chinned and red in Ruby-
throated, and note that adult males of both 
species (not just the Black-chinned) have 
black on the chin.

The identification of female and young 
male Archilochus is substantially more dif-
ficult. First, make sure you’re in the right 
genus! Archilochus hummingbirds are 
mostly green and gray, lacking the orange 
in the tail and on the flanks of lookalike 
female-type Selasphorus hummingbirds. 
Wing structure, if seen well (and, ideally, 
confirmed with digital images), is an ex-
cellent mark, too; the six inner primaries 
are notably thin compared to those of 
other widespread hummingbirds in the 
ABA Area.

In Sept. 2020, I made a trip from my 
home in Albuquerque to the eastern 

plains of New Mexico, hoping to find 
vagrant birds and a relatively gettable 
“stater,” the Ruby-throated Humming-

bird. The species passes through eastern 
New Mexico annually. It is readily out-
numbered by the Black-chinned, but nev-
ertheless is present in small numbers. Af-
ter receiving word of an individual found 
at the famous Melrose Woods, a migrant 
trap near the Texas–New Mexico border, 
I stopped with my friends Jacob and Ray-
mond to search for the bird. Prior to this 
visit, I had seen only one Ruby-throat, a 
female that escaped a clear view during a 
summer visit of mine to New York. When 
I saw the continuing bird at Melrose, a 
female-type, my inexperience with the 
species made me eager to make a certain 
identification.

I already knew that, when studying fe-
male Archilochus, the focus is regularly 
on the forecrown, primary projection, 
bill length, and overall color. But while 
observing the Melrose bird and discuss-
ing it with birders, I learned to appreciate 
another character: wing shape in the ge-
nus Archilochus. Due to the shape of the 
outermost (10th) primary, the wing on a 
perched Archilochus hummingbird is usu-
ally a diagnostic field mark for separation 
of the two species.

Plumage Color,
Bill Structure,
and Wing Length
Before detailing the differing wing shapes 
of Ruby-throated and Black-chinned 
hummingbirds, it is important to elabo-
rate on the more commonly used field 
marks I mentioned above.

Female-type Ruby-throats tend to be 

Archilochus Hummingbirds
Join the online conversation
about this interesting bird:

aba.org/magazine

Focus More on Wing Shape than Plumage Color

JODHAN FINE
Albuquerque, New Mexico
jodhanfine22@gmail.com

more colorful than Black-chins. Ruby-
throats show a brighter, more vibrant 
emerald green on their backs and fore-
crowns. Black-chins also have green backs 
and forecrowns, but their back color is 
duller and almost golden, and the green 
on the forecrown is muted and tinted gray 
or brown. Also, the lores and auriculars 
on Ruby-throats average darker than on 
Black-chins. The underpart color of fe-
male Ruby-throats sometimes appears 
a brighter, cleaner white than that of the 
grayer-breasted Black-chins. Keep in 
mind that many so-called female-type Ar-
chilochus hummingbirds could actually be 
young males; it’s always worth checking 
the throat closely in case any gorget feath-
ers are beginning to show. While bright-
ness of color on female-type Archilochus is 
a suggestive field mark, I do not think it’s 
good enough on its own to make a positive 
identification.

Another helpful, but not fully conclu-
sive, difference between the two species 
involves bill length and curvature. Black-
chins generally have longer bills than 
Ruby-throats, and the Black-chin’s bill is 
usually more decurved than the relatively 
straight bill of the Ruby-throat. Another 
structural difference: Ruby-throats appear 
to have shorter wings than Black-chins. 
On a Black-chinned at rest (for example, 
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sitting at a feeder), the wings usually ex-
tend nearly to the tail, while the wings of 
Ruby-throated usually do not extend to 
the tail. Note that these characters vary 
with sex: Males of both sexes are short-
er-billed than females, and male Ruby-
throats average longer-tailed than females. 
In any event, I advise against these field 
marks for definitive identification. Unlike 
on Calliope and Broad-tailed humming-
birds, for instance, I find tail-to-wing pro-
portions on Black-chins and Ruby-throats 
to be less obvious, more subjective, and 
not a “slam dunk” distinction.

Together, the preceding field marks can 

Featured Photo—Sevilleta National Wildlife Refuge, Socorro County, New Mexico; July 2, 
2020. Photo by © Marky Mutchler. If you’re looking at a female or young male Archilochus 
hummingbird, how do you know which species it is? On this Black-chinned Hummingbird,
note the long and slightly decurved bill, drab brownish-gray crown, bronzy-green back, and 
long wings. Along with color and bill structure, pay attention to the bird’s wing. In particular, 
note the bird’s wide, club-shaped 10th primary, making its wing appear quite round-tipped.

lead to a conclusive ID, but alone they are 
often insufficient. So let’s take a look now 
at the extremely valuable, often diagnos-
tic, feature of wing shape.

Wing Shape
Hummingbirds are famously challeng-
ing to ID “in the wild”—zipping across a 

clearing, quickly visiting wildflowers, etc. 
But hummingbird feeders make it easier 
to observe these nectar-loving gems up 
close. With feeders and in this new age 
of universal camera use, it is often fea-
sible to identify birds like hummingbirds 
based on formerly obscure features such 
as wing shape. If you know what to look 
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for, reviewing digital images can make an 
Archilochus sighting easy.

Ruby-throated Hummingbirds appear 
to have pointy, dagger-shaped or knife-like 
wingtips. Black-chins, on the other hand, 
have wide and blunt-edged wing tips, sug-
gesting a club. The wingtips on Black-
chins come to a point, but it is much less 
abrupt and looks less sharp. Specifically 
responsible for these varying shapes is the 
10th primary—the wing feather farthest 
from the bird’s body. The 10th primary 

is hooked, and more steeply tapered on 
a Ruby-throat than on a Black-chin. Note 
that the character varies by age and sex, 
with females of both species having, on 
average, broader 10th primaries than im-
mature males. Note, too, that the differ-
ences between the species are replicated 
on the narrow inner primaries, being more 
rounded on Black-chinned, more pointed 
on Ruby-throated. It is worth mention-
ing in passing that the differences in wing 
shape are most pronounced on adult 

males—in which gorget color can be sur-
prisingly difficult to assess in low light.

Based on my observations of birds in 
the field and in photos, this effectively 
makes the whole Ruby-throat wing ap-
pear thinner than the Black-chin’s. If the 
knife and club comparisons don’t regis-
ter, consider thinking of Ruby-throats’ 
wingtips as being more triangular, with 
Black-chins’ wings wide like a square or 
oval. Next time you’re in the field strug-
gling with a female-type Archilochus, take 
the whole-bird approach: Assess the “tra-
ditional” field marks (subtle variations in 
color, bill shape, and wing length), but 
focus especially on the shape of the bird’s 
wing. With digital photos, this is a pow-

Supplemental Photo #1—Wreck Cove, Victoria County, Nova Scotia; Aug. 8, 2019.
Photo by © Paul Brooks. This Ruby-throated Hummingbird shows an emerald back,

a fairly short and straight bill, and a green crown. Note especially this hummingbird’s
short wings with sharp, triangular tips.
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erful method—and, more often than not, 
your confusion should be resolved.
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Supplemental Photo #2—Melrose Woods, Roosevelt County, New Mexico; Sept. 26, 2020. 
Photo by © Jodhan Fine. Seeing and photographing this Ruby-throated Hummingbird helped 
the author gain an appreciation for the strong and consistent difference between wing shape
on the two Archilochus hummingbirds. The image is not great, but it checks off all the Ruby-
throated field marks. The primaries on this bird are impressively pointed. This individual also 
exhibits noticeably dark lores and auriculars.
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We’ve just about all had the thought: 

Every bird in the world. Pretty 

much impossible in one birder’s lifetime, 

but Lynx has found a way to do it, at least 

in book form. All the Birds of the World is 

the first book to feature illustrations of all 

the world’s birds in a single book. There 

is essentially no text—it’s just wall-to-wall 

birds with names, maps, and minimal 

measurement data. Global birders will 
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Analysis & Appreciation of the Birding Literature

remember how in 2014 Lynx condensed 

the monumental 16-volume Handbook of 
the Birds of the World into the mere two-

volume Illustrated Checklist of the Birds of 
the World, one book for passerines and one 

for non-passerines.

In the Illustrated Checklist, the layout is 

for the left page to have some basic species 

information and for the right page to have 

corresponding illustrations, much like the 

way most field guides are laid out, except 

that the Illustrated Checklist has the bulk 

of a glossy-paged hardcover. The primary 

way in which All the Birds of the World dif-

fers from the Illustrated Checklist is that 

there is essentially no text: Both the left 

and right pages are birds, the birds’ name, 

and a range map. That’s about all. 

Well, not quite…

Editor Josep del Hoyo and publisher 

Lynx Edicions figured out a way to pack in 

a surprising amount of information with-

out crowding the birds. Genus names are 

placed above birds in a way that makes it 

easy to see what birds are in the same ge-

nus. There is also a small colored circled 

with four quadrants, each quadrant cor-

responding to four major taxonomies: 

BirdLife International, eBird/Clements, 

International Ornithologists’ Union, and 

Howard and Moore. Depending on the 

color of each quadrant, readers can see 

which taxonomies treat the represented 

bird as a full species, subspecies, subspe-

cies group, or not as an accepted taxon. 

Then, if there are differences between the 

taxonomies, there is a either a lowercase 

or uppercase letter that forms a pair with 

the other species that a particular bird “be-

longs” to. Every taxon accepted by at least 

one of the four authorities is represented. 

It’s really a fascinating system, and birders 

can quickly learn about the differences be-

tween taxonomies just by casually flipping 

through. One wonders if this book is in fact 

the fastest and easiest resource in existence 

for learning such discrepancies.

In addition, two-letter abbreviations 

indicate each bird’s global scarcity or 

abundance: EN (endangered), LC (least 

concern), etc. Each bird’s length, the eleva-

tion they are found at, and the number of 

subspecies for each species are also dis-

played. The amount of information dis-

played without crowding the illustrations 

is in itself a feat. Finally, and perhaps most 

importantly, a QR code links to the Cornell 

Lab of Ornithology’s own species profiles, 

connecting you instantly not only to Cor-

nell’s official descriptions of each species 

but also to the media and data submitted 

by eBird users. So, for instance, if a reader 

learns of a fascinating, range-restricted bird 

they had never heard of, with a smartphone 

at hand, they can almost instantly see how 

often it has been reported to eBird, how 

many pictures and audio files have been 

uploaded, and so on. 

For the global lister, All the Birds has ev-

ery single-country endemic marked, and 

for those who can bear to mark up such 

a luxurious book, a subtly-shaded check-

box—easy to overlook or ignore—appears 

next to each bird’s name. A laminated key, 

which doubles as a bookmark, explains 
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status abbreviations and how to 

use the quadrant system, and lists 

country codes used on the maps 

so that readers don’t have to refer 

back to an earlier part of the book, 

which is quite convenient. Key 

field marks are not highlighted in 

any way, as they are in field guides, 

but with every closely related spe-

cies in the world as a neighbor, 

differences are often easy enough 

to discern.

The level of thought and de-

tail that went into designing All 
the Birds of the World is astound-

ing, even humbling. Perhaps we 

should not be surprised by such 

innovation from the first book to 

depict all the world’s birds, but 

it’s nonetheless enjoyable to think 

through the book, to consider 

how the editors and designers 

measured the levels of informa-

tion available to them and figured out how 

to present so much knowledge without 

burdening the paintings.

But, in the end, the paintings are indeed 

the stars. More than 20,000 illustrations (!) 

represent a range of sexual dimorphisms, 

subspecies, and morphs. Many species 

have, in addition to their standard portrait, 

one or two in-flight versions in the corner 

of their allotted space. The unusual and 

variable geometric shapes that the needs 

of each page’s birds dictate—sometimes 

fairly uniform boxes and sometimes fluid 

contortions—have their own charm: What 

an adventure it must have been to lay this 

out. Birds with a variety of interesting 

forms, like Ruff for instance, are appeal-

ingly presented. The colors are, with few 

exceptions, vibrant, but not in a way that 

suggests exaggeration for its own aesthetic 

sake. Occasionally, some large birds, like 

the lyrebirds, seem constrained, almost like 

613 are blurred, making the text 

difficult and unpleasant to read 

and the illustrations of poor qual-

ity. On pp. 609 and 637, there is 

a similar blurred effect but not 

quite as bad, while on p. 614, 

there are shadows of another 

page, which also happens on pp. 

634–635. These blemishes seem 

to be printing errors rather than 

mistakes of design or illustration.

The subtleties of the Myiarchus 

flycatchers, which are of course all 

presented alongside each other, 

are appreciable, and that is saying 

a lot. Same with the Thamnophi-
lus antbirds and other such ant-

bird genera. Again and again, in-

deed with almost each page turn, 

one is left shaking one’s head at 

such a remarkable ornithological, 

artistic, and design achievement. 

The amount of knowledge one 

can quickly and passively absorb just by 

flipping pages is formidable: Did you real-

ize there were that many species in Tyto? 

How about Accipiter? Even if you are not 

a globetrotting lister, you will see your own 

backyard birds differently after consuming 

even just a little of this book.

Several appendices round out the book. 

One features extinct species, while a sec-

ond accounts for differences in nomen-

clature, which can be a perhaps surpris-

ing thrill to read through. Did you know 

there’s a whole controversy regarding 

whether the scientific name of the Purple 

Gallinule is an adjective or a noun? You 

do now! A lengthy series of maps for vari-

ous regions of the world and a one-page 

list of countries with extant endemic spe-

cies ranked from most to at least lead into 

what is naturally a very long but also easy 

to navigate index.

All the Birds of the World is not inexpen-

Members-only 

expanded content.

one of Audubon’s large bird paintings in 

miniature, but there is nothing that could 

have reasonably been done: Lyrebirds are 

big birds with big tails, and this book has 

all the birds of the world to cover. And yet, 

some birds, like some of the drongos with 

more expressive tails, are quite generously 

depicted, occupying large portions of the 

page. Small birds, for instance the wood-

warblers, do not seem crowded in at all, 

receiving 15–20 species per page. The 

hummingbirds are also not crammed, with 

some pages having as few as 11 species. 

The lavishness of species with famously 

dramatic tails, like the Marvelous Spatu-

letail and the streamertails, are somewhat 

restrained, understandable as the scale of 

such hummingbirds is lessened relative to 

their peers so that they can fit reasonably 

on the page. 

With few exceptions, the illustrations 

are crisp. In this reviewer’s copy, pp. 612–

http://aba.org/magazine
http://aba.org/book-reviews


62    B I R D I N G  |  N O V E M B E R  2 0 2 1

sive, but relative to the almost 

unfathomable amount of careful-

ly and classily curated informa-

tion, it’s a bargain. For the librar-

ies of global birders, and perhaps 

even birders whose minds enjoy 

wandering to the far corners of 

our bird-filled world, this book 

deserves to be considered indis-

pensable.

While All the Birds of the 
World made a big social 

media splash with its launch, 

flying more under the radar was 

The Largest Avian Radiation: 
The Evolution of Perching Birds, 
or the Order Passeriformes. Gor-

geous in its own right, The Larg-
est Avian Radiation is nonethe-

less more appropriate for birders 

seeking a serious reference on 

the evolution and distribution of 

that largest of avian orders, the 

passerines. 

The book’s first illustration, a full-page 

painting of a Common Stonechat opposite 

the Table of Contents, has a simple cap-

tion: “Passerine birds inhabit all terrestrial 

landscapes.” What follows is an explora-

tion of how this immense success came to 

be. A result of DNA sequencing research 

that began in Denmark and Sweden and 

later expanded to include researchers from 

all over the world, The Largest Avian Ra-
diation has three editors—Jon Fjeldså, 

Les Christidis, and Per G. P. Ericson—and 

nineteen co-authors. The book is in some 

ways like a collection of peer-reviewed pa-

pers, but also a narrative, a great story of 

how passerines found their way to every 

corner of the Earth with a snag to perch on.

There are three sections. The first cov-

ers the modern view of how passerine birds 

came to be so spectacularly successful, a 

thorough primer on the topic; the second 

goes into detail on how different passerine 

families evolved; and the third synthesizes 

the previous two to interpret topics like 

how new species emerge and the conserva-

tion implications of the existing scientific 

knowledge on the Passeriformes. 

There is a popular genre of bird book 

that takes scientific concepts and writes 

about them using accessible language, of-

ten propelled by storytelling techniques 

like scene and dialogue. This isn’t that. 

While there is an element of storytell-

ing—perhaps two such elements really, the 

evolution and global spread of passerines 

along with the growth of scientific aware-

ness of that evolution and spread—the 

story is told slowly, indirectly, through the 

painstaking process of building scientific 

knowledge.

The illustrations, all watercolors by Jon 

Fjeldså, are expressive and spirit-

ed, typically presenting the birds 

as mostly de-contextualized, as 

in a typical field guide. Liberated 

from the identification focus of a 

field guide, a healthy amount ap-

pear a bit more creatively than a 

purely straight-on perspective, 

clinging to a nest or contorting 

around a branch while feeding 

for instance. Many birds are il-

lustrated, to the book’s great 

credit, in conglomerations of 

same-family groupings contain-

ing 20+ species, so there are lots 

of bird paintings to enjoy. Most 

chapters begin with a beautiful 

full-page print of one species in a 

landscape setting, such as Snow 

Buntings launching themselves 

into a cold winter air.

Shaded family maps, with 

darker coloration indicating 

higher species density, are an 

interesting feature, although they are not 

presented for each family. One learns, 

for instance, that the area of highest spe-

cies diversity for Vireonidae, with up to 

12 resident species co-occurring, is Cen-

tral America. Phylogenies are a common 

graphic. The book in most ways looks and 

feels like a textbook. If reading the kind of 

curated knowledge that textbooks offer on 

the subject of passerine evolution without 

the pressure of an exam at the end is ap-

pealing to you, this book deserves a place 

on your bookshelf. Young birders that 

think they may wish to pursue a career 

as a professional ornithologist will almost 

certainly benefit from a look, although they 

run the risk of discovering through this se-

rious and demanding text that they are less 

interested in ornithology than they may 

have thought.

Reading through the family accounts is 
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a great way to get a sense for how passer-

ine families differ from each other. There is 

material there for improving actual birding 

skill because one is able to build good un-

derstanding of what unique traits allowed 

different families to spread, specialize, 

adapt, and become successful, which can 

factor into improving field ID, especially 

for global birders. But reading this book is 

probably not the most efficient way of ac-

quiring such knowledge, so that shouldn’t 

be one’s only motivation. 

Passerines are the bread and butter of 

our hobby. They often command the bulk 

of our attention during migration, and at 

over 6,000 species worldwide, they are 

after all more than half of the world’s ex-

tant bird species. This is an erudite text 

that doesn’t skimp on beauty, in its way 

a dazzling homage to not just passerines, 

but the many brilliant people around the 

world who have dedicated their lives to 

studying them. 

If you love ornithology—like, really, re-

ally, just maybe not quite to the level 

of reading peer-reviewed ornithol-

ogy papers on the weekends—then 

The Largest Avian Radiation is a 

good book for challenging yourself. 

Birders poised to make a serious 

push to expand their global life lists 

might also greatly benefit—you will 

at least come away with excellent 

material for impressing your next 

companions on the van rides be-

tween hotspots. 

Recommended citation
Izaguirre, F. 2021. Two mighty reference 

books for birders [a review of All the Birds 

of the World, ed. by J. del Hoyo, and The 

Largest Avian Radiation: The Evolution 

of Perching Birds, or the Order Passeri-

formes, ed. by J. Fjeldså, L. Christidis, and 

P. G. P. Ericson]. Birding 53 (6): 60–63.
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Susan Cerulean’s I Have Been As-
signed the Single Bird opens with 

a description of the view from the 

window of her father’s room in a Florida 

nursing home. Kudzu, she notes, is slowly 

strangling the pines outside the facility. 

“I saw that those smothering lianas were 

like the tangles and plaques in my father’s 

brain,” she writes, “how both kudzu and 

Alzheimer’s replace a vibrant living place—

a brain once full of inborn competence and 

memories of long-gone houses and long-

grown children—dissolve those things in su-

per-slow motion, replacing them with loss.”

This is the central metaphor that binds 

the two narratives in Cerulean’s memoir. 

As she recounts the story of caring for her 

father during his slow, painful descent into 

dementia, she turns Alzheimer’s into an 

allegory for what she sees happening to 

the natural world in her beloved Florida. 

Interwoven with vignettes from the nurs-

ing home are descriptions of her forays 

into pockets of Florida wildness, including 

trips by kayak to a small island of dredged 

material near an Apalachicola bridge, 

where she’s volunteered to monitor nest-

ing attempts by oystercatchers, terns, and 

other shorebirds. In both cases, although 

Cerulean desperately wants to fix the prob-

lems of the beings she loves, often all she 

can do is watch.

Cerulean’s lyrical descriptions of the 

shorebirds she observes are wonderfully 

immersive. She empathizes with them in-

tensely, imagining herself into their inner 

worlds as they struggle to raise chicks in 

places where humans encroach ever clos-

er on their remaining habitat. But I often 

found myself looking forward most to the 

scenes set at the nursing home—which is 

saying something, since it was the birds 

that drew me to the book. The passages 

about Cerulean’s father, whom she deeply 

loved and whose feisty personality contin-

ues to shine through even as he loses many 

of his physical and mental abilities, strike a 

perfect balance between humor and grief. 

Cerulean’s big-picture writing about 

environmental issues occasionally veers 

toward the preachy, especially early on. 

The typical reader of a book like this prob-

ably doesn’t need to be convinced of the 

need to take global warming seriously. But 
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when she zooms in and focuses on her own 

observations of the world around her, the 

book shines. Although it may sound like a 

sad book, it left me feeling a sense of peace, 

and I would recommend it to anyone 

struggling to come to terms with living in a 

world altered by climate change.

That the story of Cerulean tending to 

her father will end with his death is inevi-

table from the first page of the book. The 

only question is how she can find mean-

ing in the time she spends caring for him. 

But the other story, the one about a natural 

world in similar decline, remains open-

ended. Cerulean reminds us of the need to 

bear witness, just as she did with her father, 

but she also challenges us to take action. “I 

believe that we can redeem our species,” 

she writes. “But the work has to start now, 

and it has to be swift.”
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It is difficult to imagine any birder 

who doesn’t get excited by migra-

tion. But many may primarily appre-

ciate it for the pulses of birds that pass by 

each spring and fall. While A World on the 
Wing celebrates these spectacles, it also 

delves deeper into their underlying biol-

ogy. 

Author Scott Weidensaul is no strang-

er to writing about migration. In 2000, 

he was a Pulitzer Prize finalist for his 

book, Living on the Wind: Across the 
Hemisphere with Migratory Birds. Two 

decades later he has revisited the topic 

from a more global perspective and has 

integrated a compelling narrative on the 

urgent need for conservation. 

Weidensaul’s fascination with birds 

and migration extends back to child-

hood. He fondly recalls the annual thrill 

of “Big Goose Day” in eastern Pennsyl-

vania, when the year’s first large flocks 

of northbound Canada Geese passed by 

overhead. Although he did not pursue 

biology as a career, he notes that orni-

thology has traditionally welcomed dedi-

cated amateurs, and this is reflected in the 

personal experiences that make A World 
on the Wing a particularly relatable and 

accessible window into the science of mi-

gration. Through his firsthand involve-

ment with projects ranging from banding 

hummingbirds to geotagging Blackpoll 

Warblers and tracking Snowy Owls with 

GPS transmitters, Weidensaul provides 

readers with an insider’s perspective.

As his earlier nomination suggests, 

Weidensaul is an engaging writer. Right 

from the first sentence of the prologue, he 

transports the reader into the realities of 

Alaskan field work. At a time when many 

of us have had our travel substantially re-

stricted over the past year, it’s easy to be a 

bit envious of some of the exotic destina-

tions and migratory spectacles that Wei-

densaul describes. However, he tempers 

that by also relating some of his less glam-

orous or outright harrowing experiences, 

including sleep deprivation, unnervingly 

close encounters with bears, and a police 

interrogation.

A World on the Wing is divided into 

ten enigmatically named main chapters, 

plus a substantial prologue and epilogue. 

Some chapters focus on the author’s time 

spent with researchers and conservation-

ists around the world, such as “Spoon-

ies” (Spoon-billed Sandpipers and other 

shorebirds in China), “Hangover” (Kirt-

land’s Warblers in the Bahamas), and 

“To Hide from God” (anti-poaching ef-

forts in Cyprus). Others integrate a vari-

ety of shorter anecdotes around central 

themes, whether groups of birds (for 

example, shorebirds in “Quantum Leap” 

and seabirds in “Off the Shelf ”) or phe-

nomena such as climate change (“Tear-

ing up the Calendar”) and technologi-

cal advances in research (“Big Data, Big 

Trouble”).

Through much of A World on the Wing, 

the reader sees migration through Wei-

densaul’s eyes. But the author also pro-

vides a voice to lifelong researchers such 

as Theunis Piersma and Pete Bloom, 

who have witnessed dramatic changes 

over the course of their careers and are 

justifiably concerned about what the fu-

ture holds for the species they study. At 

other times Weidensaul encourages us 

to consider the perspectives of the birds 

themselves—for example, what must a 

juvenile Bar-tailed Godwit be thinking as 

it heads south across the Pacific for the 

first time, continuing night and day un-

der mounting exhaustion until it lands in 

a completely foreign environment in the 

southern hemisphere? 

The narrative flows well, in part be-

cause Weidensaul makes judicious use 

of footnotes to direct readers to addi-

tional details, often in the primary sci-

entific literature. Experienced birders 
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will recognize many of the species 

that Weidensaul highlights, but no 

background familiarity with them is 

needed to appreciate the book. His 

evocative descriptions of species are 

a pleasure to read, regardless of how 

well one knows a bird, such as his 

portrayal of a frigatebird as a seabird 

that has been stretched “well past 

any common-sense proportions,” 

adding that its skeleton weighs less 

than its feathers. He also helps read-

ers relate to some of the incredible 

physiological feats of migration by 

comparing them to human abilities. 

In short, we don’t stack up well: 

Imagine staying awake (let alone ex-

ercising without pause) for days on 

end, and this immediately after dou-

bling your weight just before setting 

out! As Weidensaul notes, some of 

what migrants do reads like science 

fiction, yet is absolutely real.

A World on the Wing is well-re-

searched and well-written, and 

there is relatively little to nitpick. The 

first couple of chapters are quite heavy 

on shorebirds, and there is some repeti-

tion in the description of their physiol-

ogy. Some of the chapters were adapted 

from articles previously published in 

Bird Watcher’s Digest, Living Bird, or 

Audubon magazine, resulting in a bit of 

redundancy of coverage. Otherwise, the 

only disappointments of note concern 

the 16 pages of photos in the middle of 

the book. It would have been helpful to 

have had them cross-referenced with the 

text. And although the choice of mono-

chrome images is understandable from a 

production standpoint, they don’t do jus-

tice to the subject matter. 

However, these are minor quibbles. 

A World on the Wing is notable because 

rather than just describing migration as 

static elements of a bird’s biology, Wei-

densaul emphasizes that many of these 

incredible journeys are increasingly in 

jeopardy from human-caused alterations 

to the environment. The extent of change 

in some areas is drastic, and it’s remark-

able that certain birds have been able to 

persist at all; some populations may well 

be at the limits of their ability to do so. 

For example, 50,000 dams have been 

built along the main stem and tributar-

ies of the Yangtze River in China, reduc-

ing by 97% the amount of silt reaching 

the Yellow Sea. This material is critical 

for supporting the prey for migratory 

shorebirds, and there simply is no longer 

“somewhere else” for these birds to go.

For other birds, hunting remains a ma-

jor threat, especially in places 

where people have learned that 

migrants congregate in large 

numbers. In northeastern India, 

a mind-boggling 140,000 Amur 

Falcons were killed in a week 

and a half as recently as 2012. 

In parts of the Mediterranean, 

songbirds are the main target. 

The situation is particularly dire 

in Cyprus, where acacia stands 

have been planted and irrigated 

specifically to concentrate mi-

grants, which are then caught 

by the gruesome technique of 

“liming”—coating branches in 

a strong adhesive to which birds 

get hopelessly stuck. As Wei-

densaul notes, songbirds are a 

traditional part of the diet in the 

region, but not every tradition is 

worth preserving. 

Probably the most pervasive 

threat though is climate change. 

Almost all species will be af-

fected to some extent, but birds 

reliant on coastal habitats are among the 

most vulnerable, especially those that 

nest in such areas and that could have 

their populations decimated by surging 

tides long before their habitat is fully 

submerged. Weidensaul also points out 

some of the less obvious ways in which 

climate change can pose threats. For ex-

ample, lemming abundance in Eurasia 

has declined substantially as the Arctic 

has warmed, with a corresponding effect 

on the number of Snowy Owls, which 

depend heavily on them as prey; we can 

anticipate the same will happen in North 

America. 

Complex though climate change is, at 

least there is increasingly broad aware-

ness of the threats it poses. But as Wei-

densaul points out early on, ecology is an 
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“almost perversely complicated subject,” 

and he illustrates how easy it is for us to 

misinterpret what we are seeing. For ex-

ample, if you live in a large city, or have 

birded in one during migration, you’ve 

probably been impressed by the number 

of birds in some urban parks. Chances 

are, you may have even found it reassur-

ing that numbers are so high despite the 

context. But in reality, birds are being at-

tracted to the lights of cities from up to 

300 kilometers away. They concentrate 

there while surrounding natural areas are 

passed over, even though those would 

likely serve the migrants better and ex-

pose them to less risk of common urban 

threats such as building collisions and 

cat predation. Mitigating these risks and 

conserving natural habitat in cities may 

therefore be even more important than 

we have realized.

It’s all too easy to unwittingly contrib-

ute to habitat loss. Buying strawberries 

in mid-winter seems innocuous enough, 

right? Not so, unfortunately. North Amer-

ica’s increasing demand for year-round 

production has resulted in large swaths 

of northern California being devoted to 

strawberry farms, which, it turns out, 

are largely sterile for wildlife. It is further 

worth noting though that anecdotes like 

this do not come across as preachy, but 

rather as efforts to raise awareness about 

the complexities of our influence on the 

environment at a global scale.

All of these concerns add up to 

a gloomy picture, and roughly 

midway through the book, Weidensaul 

notes that “we are on the cusp of catas-

trophe.” But while it can be tempting to 

despair that many of the world’s birds are 

doomed by some combination of habitat 

loss, overhunting, climate change, and 

other threats, A World on the Wing also 

offers glimpses of hope. There are still 

opportunities to be blown away by the 

sheer number of migrants—Weidensaul 

describes how the Tadoussac Bird Ob-

servatory in Quebec documented a sin-

gle-day passage of over 700,000 warblers 

in late May 2018, a checklist he described 

as a “gift from a lusher, richer past.”

Moreover, he profiles some conserva-

tion successes, including how the insec-

ticide monocrotophos was banned soon 

after it was found to be responsible for 

mass mortality of Swainson’s Hawks 

in Argentina, and signs of growth in 

the populations of rare species such as 

Kirtland’s Warbler and the critically en-

dangered Spoon-billed Sandpiper, after 

years of dedicated conservation efforts. 

However, recovery can be fragile. The 

Amur Falcons that were so recently the 

victims of mass harvest are now instead 

being protected and promoted as a star 

attraction. Unfortunately, there and else-

where, concern lingers that if tourism fal-

ters for any reason (political instability, 

economic barriers, or as we have recently 

seen, pandemic travel restrictions), the 

tide could quickly reverse if hunting or 

habitat exploitation again become more 

profitable.

Despite all that we have learned about 

migration, Weidensaul maintains that we 

still are only scratching the surface. Our 

capacity for research has grown dramati-

cally in recent years, though, and we are 

on the cusp of having the ability to track 

the movements of nearly all species. In 

the third chapter, entitled “We Used to 

Think,” he describes how tools such as 

satellite telemetry and the Motus network 

have already yielded important discover-

ies. For example, we are learning about 

key stopover sites that can be critically 

valuable in guiding conservation priori-

ties, such as the remarkably few locations 

Whimbrels routinely use, despite their 

migratory routes spanning thousands of 

kilometers.

Weidensaul emphasizes the need to 

be open to reconsidering our conserva-

tion strategies. Species such as Red-eyed 

Vireo and Wood Thrush have become 

widely recognized as “forest-interior 

specialists,” with the corollary that frag-

mentation and edge habitat are undesir-

able. But the reality is more complicated. 

Recent tracking studies have shown that 

juveniles of these species favor dense 

thickets along edges. The explanation is 

surprisingly simple: Such habitat pro-

vides excellent cover for inexperienced 

individuals and supports a much higher 

density of food sources (insects, berries) 

that allow birds to efficiently fuel up in 

advance of migration, a part of the life 

cycle that is increasingly recognized as 

crucial to survival, and by extension, to 

population trends. In other words, edge 

habitat ironically provides vital habitat to 

some of the very species it was thought 

to threaten.

A World on the Wing is a compelling 

celebration of the wonders of migra-

tion. Weidensaul observes with respect to 

the precision of Swainson’s Thrush mi-

gration, “Science be damned; the results 

are simply, breathtakingly cool.” Appro-

priately, he ends the book with a passage 

of unabashed reverence for the routine 

yet still impressive achievements of indi-

vidual migrants, and admiration for the 

way in which their travels highlight the 

interconnectedness of the world. Wei-

densaul concludes with a subtle reminder 

to us all about our responsibilities: “May 

it always be so.”

Recommended citation
Gahbauer, M. 2021. A global account of bird 

migration [a review of A World on the Wing: 

The Global Odyssey of Migratory Birds, by S. 

Weidensaul]. Birding 53 (6): 64–66.
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Kenya    February 5–15, 2022 
■  ABA INTERNATIONAL TOUR

••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••
Kenya offers some of the most thrilling birding and wildlife 
viewing experiences anywhere on Earth. This specially crafted 
11-day Kenya tour focuses on three of the best locations in the 
country for both birdwatching and game viewing: the arid scrub 
near Samburu, Rift Valley lake of Nakuru, and Maasai Mara 
(arguably the most famous game reserve in the world). Join us for 
what promises to be an extraordinary ABA international tour in 
partnership with Rockjumper Worldwide Birding Adventures!

ABA Travel is Back! It’s time to get back out there and enjoy great birding, fun people,
and wonderful places, all while supporting the ABA’s programs!

FOR MORE TRIP DETAILS AND TO REGISTER,
go to : aba.org/travel     call : 800.850.2473    email : kdomen@aba.org

West Virginia Adult Birder Camp
June 2–6,  2022     ■  ABA AREA TOUR 
•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••
Ever wondered, “boy, I wish they’d had birding camps when I was
a kid”? Wish granted! Relive much of the best of sleepover camps,
with a good deal more comfort and a LOT more birds, including an 
incredible variety of breeding warblers! We’re once again partnering
with Opossum Creek Retreat near New River Gorge National Park.
Clean and comfortable cabins, family style meals, and outstanding
birding! River and Treetops
extension available
June 6-8.

Oaxaca April 21–30, 2022 
■  ABA INTERNATIONAL TOUR

••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Enjoy outstanding birds, food, culture, and scenery 
in one of North America’s most distinctive regions, 
Oaxaca, on Mexico’s southwest 
flank. Featuring a fine array of 
specialties including Russet-
crowned Motmot, Slaty Vireo, 
Red Warbler, Ocellated Thrasher, 
Bridled and Oaxaca sparrows, 
and many more, Oaxaca is a 
delight! In partnership with 
Oaxaca-based Eric Antonio 
Martinez’s Mexico Birding Tours. 

Winter Sparrows, SE Arizona
January 20–26,  2022     ■  ABA AREA TOUR 
••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••
Southeastern Arizona is home to many resident species of breeding sparrows and a 
favored location for migrants to overwinter. Visits include semi-desert grasslands and 
riparian woodlands to observe over 20 species of sparrows, 
towhees, and longspurs. Daily outings will be followed by 
class-room presentations on identification, vocalizations, 
ecology, natural history, and conservation. Potential 
highlights include Cassin’s, 
Rufous-winged, Black-chinned, 
and Baird’s sparrows and 
Chestnut-collared and McCown’s 
longspurs. This event is brought 
to you in partnership with Homer 
Hansen from Aplomado.

http://aba.org/travel
mailto:kdomen@aba.org
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Frank’s Bird Book Bulletin
The Latest Book & Media News

As every ABA member knows, dozens upon dozens of exciting new bird books appear each 

year, and there are simply too many noteworthy books for the Birding reviews column to 

adequately cover. In order to keep ABA members apprised of all the latest exciting bird book 

and other bird-related media news, the reviews column has added “Frank’s Bird Book Bulletin” 

to bring upcoming or recently published bird books and media, including potentially under-the-

radar entries, to the attention of Birding readers. Some of the titles mentioned will be reviewed 

and some will not, but my hope is that ABA members will find the bulletin to be an exciting new 

resource they look forward to in each issue of Birding. — Frank Izaguirre

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
NEW TITLES FROM PRINCETON 
UNIVERSITY PRESS INCLUDE:

How Birds Evolve: What Science Reveals 
about Their Origin, Lives, and Diversity 
by Douglas J. Futuyma.

Europe’s Birds: An Identification Guide by 
Andy Swash, Rob Hume, Hugh Harrop, 
and Robert Still, which was published in 
the U. K. in Oct. 2021 and will appear in 
the U. S. in Dec. 2021.

Habitats of the World: A Field Guide for 
Birders, Naturalists, and Ecologists by Iain 
Campbell, Ken Behrens, Charley Hesse, and 
Phil Chaon.

Gulls of Europe, North Africa, and the Middle 
East: An Identification Guide by Peter 
Adriaens, Mars Muusse, Philippe J. Dubois, 
and Frédéric Jiguet.

An e-book version of the 2012 
classic Birdscapes: Birds in Our Imagination 
and Experience by Jeremy Mynott.

A “Regional Field-Guide Series” based 
on the Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s 
All About Birds website. 

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 
Cloé Fraigneau has published Feathers:
An Identification Guide to the Feathers
of Western European Birds. 

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Firefly Books has released the gorgeous 
coffee table book 100 Flying Birds: 
Photographing the Mechanics of Flight 
by Peter Cavanagh, which features 
species from around the world.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Rosemary Mosco has published 
A Pocket Guide to Pigeon Watching: 
Getting to Know the World’s Most 
Misunderstood Bird with Workman 
Publishing Company.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Heyday has published Hansen’s Field 
Guide to the Birds of the Sierra Nevada 
by Keith Hansen, Edward C. Beedy, 
and Adam Donkin.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
The short Spanish-language 
documentary about Colombian 
ornithologists, El país de las aves, 
was recently released and is available 
on YouTube with English subtitles 
(tinyurl.com/El-pais-de-las-aves).

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Gretchen N. Newberry has published 
The Nighthawk’s Evening: Notes of a 
Field Biologist, a memoir about her career 
studying the Common Nighthawk, with 
Oregon State University Press. 

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Elvira Werkman has published
The Amazing Story of Montagu’s Harrier: 
How Birds Show Us the Way to
Agriculture and Nature in Harmony, 
translated to English by Giles Brodie
from the original Dutch.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
G. Jelmer Huisman has published Estrildid 
Finches of the World: A Photographic, 
Descriptive, and Factual Guide to All 34 
Genera of Estrildidae.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Ornithologist M. Ralph Browning has 
published his memoir Morgan Spring:
Life and Wildlife near the Edge of the 
Grid about living with his wife in a remote 
location at the edge of the Cascade Range.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Susan Ogilvy has published Nests, a 
collection of her paintings of nests found 
around her home in Somerset, England. 

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Guy G. Luneau has published
The Ivory-billed Woodpecker: Taunting 
Extinction: Survival in the Modern Era.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Rupert Watson has published
Peacocks & Picathartes:
Reflections on Africa’s Birdlife.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Penny Olsen has published Flight of the 
Budgerigar: An Illustrated History.

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

http://tinyurl.com/El-pais-de-las-aves
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FEATURED PHOTO

We see a hummingbird like this, and we understandably commence 

a mental scramble to make sense of all the field marks: green above, 

paler below, a white dot by the eye…which describes more than half the 

hummingbird species in the ABA Area. A better approach is to assess 

structure, readily evaluated on perched birds like this.

Digital cameras have been a game changer for hummingbird identification. So many characters

that were formerly difficult or impossible to discern in the field are now routinely analyzed

in digital photographs. In his analysis of Archilochus hummingbirds (Black-chinned and

Ruby-throated), Jodhan Fine points out the feather-level detail in images—then explains

how we can apply this knowledge in the field. Flip back to p. 56 for the rest of the story.

Join the online 
discussion
about the
Featured Photo:

aba.org/
magazine
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