For all my obsession with the wood warblers, I have not ignored
other bird families. Among paswerine species, the sparrows and fly-
catchers offer a special challenge to the photographer, of brimghng
out the subtle distinctions of marking and color by which they are

differentiated. This is especially true of the sparrows, among which

precise identification may hinge on gradations of color.

The flycatchers of the genus Empidonax present an even subtler

prcblem, since the similarities are so grcat as to confuse a field
observer unless their habits are taken into account. Until studies

of breeding and nesting behavior, geographical distribution, song

and call notes finally established a basis for distinguishing among
them, taxonomists collecting and measuring specimens had debated the
validity of specific and subs ific distinction among the Acadian,
yellow-bellied, least, and Traill's or alder flycatcher of eastern
North America. The dispute over the last, especially, went on for
years., Was it a #ingle species made up of closely related but geor
graphically separated races, or was it in fact two species, genetically
distinct and to be differentiated in their respective choice of habitat,
nest construction, and song? Field observers had noted slight plumage
variations, along with striking distinctions in behavior, between the
Teaill's or alder flycatcher of the Appalachian highlands, New England,
the Capadian and boreal zones, and that inhabiting lower altitudes in
the Midwestern and prairie states. The former, darker variety is as-
sociated with moist, boggy pastures and sproutland, where it builds

a loosely constructed nest of dry grasses with many trailing stalks,

very much like that of the song sparrow. It is usvally placed low in

the dence foliage of wild rose, spiraea, or ras;berry bushes, or in a




tangle of blackberry vines. %he song of this flycatcher can be repre-
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sented syllabically as wee-bé-o, and thus the bird is commonly referred

to as the Eﬁ?‘éé;ﬂ type. The paler Traill's flycatcher of the more
westerly lowlands prefers marshes or drier bushy fields, where the
nest is built at a higher level than that of its relative, vsually

in an upright crotch of a dogwood, alder, elder, or willow, where it
ig less well concealed than the other., It is comstructed of thistle-
down and gray »lant fibers stripped from weed stalks, woven with dead
twigs into a neater and more compact cup than that of its liastern
relative-—one that sugges the nest of a redstart or yellow warber.

Its tuwo-syllable song is represented syllabically as fitz-bew.

In the valley of central New York State, the ranges of the wee-be-o
overlapy and the two
and fitz-bew types/are found in close proximity. Here, there is some
offspring of an

svidence that interbreeding occurs, producing/intermediate type whose
nests and songs do not place them clearly in either category. It has
been proposed that during the Wisconsin glaciation the prototyre of
Praill's flycatcher may have been split into two discrete populations,
and that as the melting of the ice permitted both grour
northward, they were prevented from meeting by the developing coniferous
foreste, followed by those dominated by broad-lcafed tre:s, that pre-empted
the land vacated by the retreating ice sheet. As the for=st cover was
removed with the western advance of Kuropean settlement, this ecological
barrier to the meeting of the two groups no longer kept them apart. Had
the separation lasted longer, it is believed, the evolutionary path de-
termined by environmental influence and mutational accident might have
produced two distinct species.

Color photoazraphs of the genus Empidonax clearly illustrate both

the etriking similarity and the subtle difference in the plumages of

ecies belonging to the grovp. For me, the most ap .ealing
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to my car, from which 1 operated the remote—control

Feeding by repgurpitation is not practiced by scrub jays or by
the #tern bluejay, but is the method used by crows. I first wotched
N
this manner of fecding in Maine, from a blind beside a
containing a crow's nest, and the mimilarity of this habit to
of the pinon jays led me to recognize a closer re ationship bet
the two than between pinon and other jays. The Spanish-smerica
peopl  New Hexico have lon: called the pinon jays blue crow
more ation of the perspicacity of couniry folk
baged not on books but on direct obsery
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itat of the gray vireo, the rightte—or g1

stirn gnatcatbher, a drab version of the hlue—gray
found in theEast. Birds of this species are immediately recogn
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continual nervous activity. A pair in the act of building
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but it ies well not Ho approach them too closely or to linger atching
them at work, since they have the odd habit of moving their

800n as the observer has gone, provided no eg-+s have becn laid.
I remember once coming acroas a busy and vocal couple, one member

of which carried an enormous beakful of nesting mat rial th

looked like cotton lint. I watched then only long enough to

find out where the nect was being built, and then left
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immediately, After allowing time for the nest to be completed and for
the female to lay a full clutch of eggs, I returned to find no trace
of the nest--not a socpap of material or any indication that a nest had
ever been started. It &nd the birds themselves had vanished so completely
that I almost doubted the soundness of my memory.
brown or the
In this same dry forest zone two species, the/canyon anJ/spotted or rufous—
Bided
towhee, live the year round in an environment that changes only with
seasonal cycle. In winter they forage for the seeds of wild grass and
for those of the Chamisa, which sift to the ground from plumes thet
form-paley-beige=tinted-thickets. Uhen snow blankets the ground and
the secds are hard to find, sub-zero temperatures send them to my
feeder; but with the advent of warm weather, they retreat once again
to the safety of the Lhamisg thickets to nest, the spotted towhee on

the ground while the canyonm towhee builds a bulkier structure among

the protective branches, In other respects their habits are not at

similar. Except in its nesting hebids, the spotted towhee is

less secretive than the brown or canyon towhee, which skulks through

unierbrush and utters a mewing, metallic complaint when disturbed.

song of the latter bird is a monotonous series of notes, all on

pitch, like the rattle of the chipping sparrow but of greater volume.
The song of the spotted or *ufous-sided towhee is cheerier, resembling
that of its relative the Bastern red-eyed towhee, and the male sings
indefati~ably from the firszyggy of lMarch until well into July.

In the shaded canyons above the pinon-juniper zone, ribbonsoghe
forests of fir, ponderosa pine, and aspen that grow at higher altitudes
extend downward, cutting through the expanse of sun-baked slopes, Here,

in addition to the Mac@illivray's warbler and the Hammond's and Western

flscatchers, the nesting birds include the red-naped and Williamson's

sapsuckers, which drill their nest holes in living spens, and the violet=gre

19 the
S8Walbw, Whose preéfcrred Pesting cite is ip old sapsucker holes, wiin h
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aecond choice. 5till anothercanyon rewident it the Avdubonits
hermit thrush, which builds a bulky nest in a seedling firy rather than
on the ground like its Eastern relative.

As one ascends these canyons, the mountain slopes on either side
become lems precipitous, and Cambel's onks and ponderosa pines replace

the pinons and junipers. The oaks on these open slopes rarely grow

more than ten feet high, inm low, scrubby tangles that form a lower=story

vegetabion among the pines. Here black=headed grosbeaks and Wricht's
) |

o\ 'Qu,o;»\
er—grayyflycatchers are the common residents of the oak thickets, and

where the oaks are small and scatterczd they give cover for such ground-
pnesting birds as gray=headed juncos, the spotted or rufous—sided towhee,
and——at the lower.limit of their range-——the green-tailed towhee. These
slopes are also the kome of the Virginia's, orange-crowned, and Grace's
warblers. But the commonest breeding birds of the ponderosa pine=Gambel's

oak association are the stern tanager and the Steller's jay. For nesting

o

the jay appears to prefer young Douglas firs growing in cool, sheltered
draws already partly pre—empted by aspens. Tanagers nest in the more
mature pines and firs, well out toward the end of a branch where the
foliage is thickegt., My first experience in photographing a nest by
lowering it has dready becn described. Another time, I used the same
technique to lower a tanager's nest contain.ng downy young. The female
had accepted the new position although the male had not, and I had
begun photograrhing her when a svdden rainstorm rapidly turned into

a cloudburst, accompanied by hail. The female now disappeared, probably
in search of shelter, and her forsaken young were soon soaked and in
dinger of being killed by the hailstones. Removing them to the shelter
of my car, I dried them off and warmed them under the heater. After
the storm had passed I returned them, dry and lively, to their nest
before the mother returned to carry onm her interrupted maternal dutiee

as though nothing had happened.
? 2 Pl




A2 one moves upward in the Sangre de Cristo range, the Douglas firs
begome more numerous, replacing the pondecrosa pines until at an altitude
betwean nine and ten thoueand feet the forest consists mainly of spruce

a fir, with stunted aspens occupying slopes swept by fire in years past.

With this change in vegetation, the bird life is likewise modified.
found at lower akitudes
A few speci as house wrens, ‘ s
E dubon's rbler a ) »n's her thrush.,
towhees, are more abundant hvrﬁ./ And as becomes the

of that prevailing in the d: versrean forests of Cinada, ma
nown otherwise only to more northerw latitudes a 2 Anpong the

common i# the ruby=crowned kinglet, quickly recognizable by its bubbling
song, and trailed without much difficulty to Hesdr nects in
upper foliage of the spruce trees, which grow in parklike
Pine siskins, which likewise prefer the spruces, are also
Amgong the wild currant bushes that flourish in th h valleysy where
the soil is too wet for evergreens, and along the mountain brooks, the
white-crowned sparrow nests 2long with the green-te ed towhee. The
white—crowned sparrow's plaintive, searching whistle as it announces its
territorial boundary is the same sound--or so it would seem--as may be
heard on winter evenings among the willow thickets lining the irrigation
ditches at a lower altitude. But the birds are not the same; the winter
residents are Gambel's white=crowned sparrows, and their breeding grounds
lie far to the north. The one visible difference between the two races
is in the eye stripe, which in the Gambel's whitexcrowned sparrow staris
at the bill rather than at the eye as in the race that breeds in the
Sangre de Cristos and migrates farther south for the winter.

Cray gpays, the camp robbers of ths Recky lountains, roam the: spruce
forests, giving their whining call, along with Clark's nujecrackers, which

here reach the southernmost limits of their range. In July and August,

the males of two species of hummingbirds, the rufous and calliope, on




their way southward from nesting territories in British Columbia and
Alaska, rattle from blossom to blossom of the Indian paintbrush.

In these high alpine basins, the spruce trees stand on ground
slightly higher than the open meadow, where sich disparate elements as
the milky=plumed hellebore, with its fans of stiff, accordion=pleated

drooping,
leaves, and the/fragile blue=pink clusters of the mertensia, are part
of a synthesis that is at once harmonious and marvelously complex, the
undisturbed creation of a multiplicity of forces that have been at
work here for perhaps ten thousand years. It was in such a setting
that I discovered my first ruby-crowned kinglet's nest., While I sat
looking down on the meadow and the serrated profile of a grove of
sppuces, I became aware of a small bird flying repeatedly into the top

of one of the shorter trees, and identified it as a kinglet. Since

its havior suggested the presence of a nest, I climbed the tree and

found oney =1till in the process of being bvilt. After the eggs had

hatched, I wes able to photograph the birds by roping the top of the
nest tree to a taller neighbor, cutting it off, and then lowering it
gradually to the ground between the two trees. The kinglets proved
remarkably adaptable to their changeé situation, and 1 was able to carry
on my photographic activities from only a dozen feet away. Once: I
had finished, I hoisted tbecut—off top to about half its original
height and left it there. until after the young birds had flown. Although
at first glance the sitvation had hoi promised such easy success,
it was one of the simplest nest-lowering projecis I ever undertook.

Ori the treeless crests of the highest peaks, where summer begins
in July and ends in Auguet, the vegetation becomes subarctic. Scattered
along the Rocky Mountain range all the way to Canada, these tvndréﬁike

areas ultimately coalesce at a lower altitude with the Hudsonian zone

of vegetation. Here, as in the arctic, willow trees are fully mature
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only =ix inches high, and the flowering r 1te include saxifrages,
rentians, alpine primroses and phlox, and sky-blue dwarf forget-—me-nots.
Two speciems of birds nes=t in these arctic barrens: the ownsend's solitaire,
which migrates vertically from its winter home in the river valleys at
the end of June, when the mountains have ched their mantles of snow,
and the American pipit, a genuinely aretic species, whose range stretches
across the Western hemisphere from south:rn CGreenland and northern Labrador
to the northern coast of Alaska, and some of whose races have -heve
retained a foothold on these mountaintop outposts of the last ice age
as far south as New Mexico. Both the solitaire and the pipit nest in
sheltered nooks under logs or slabs of roeck, or in sod banks that offer
some concealment from the searching eyes of gray jays and nutcrackers,

In September, when the birds begin to come down from the mountains,
my wife and I walk out each morning into the pinon-juniper region behind
our house to watch for them and to hook for wildflowers. After a wet
Auguet, flowers spring up everywhere as in a second spri.ng, and as in
spring the birds are singing. One call, a single, sweet, clear, flutelike
note, sounds again and again. After spending the summer od Great Spruce
Head Island, it is no longer familiar. And if I do not remember the
note, neither can I find the bird, blinded as I am by the sunrise over
the western foothills of the Sangre de Cristo range. From the top
branches of the low pinons and junipers, other birde answor the callj;
but their silhovettes are indistinguishable from the bushy outlines of
the trees in the sharp morning light. Then, as one begins a soft, melodious
warble not unlike a bluebird's, I remember it from high in the mountains
in June, and suddenly recognize the song of the Townsend's solitaire.

After nesting in June or July, the solitaires move down from the

boreal mountaintops to the desert foothills, where they spend the winter.

In autumm they sing in unison, as though to say: "Here am I, where are
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you?" But the question remains, why do tl 2%? ‘hey snot be an-
nouncing their claim to a territory at th me of year I believe
they sing as a response to the sun, from which all life flows, fwem
sheer exuberance of spirit. To the scientist, however, the notion of
sun worship is unacceptable when imputed to creatures les=s intelligent
than he. Offering what he considers a more logical explanation for
the =inging of birds in the fall, he 1 1at a= part of the cycle
of the solar year, the onset of migration, song, and mating in spring
is in response to the increascd intensity of lisht from the =un as the
earth swings around the ecliptic, and that in autumn when the light is
dwindling it passes through the same degreec of intensity that initiated
the cr/cle six months earlier. September, he
to which birds respond, though in a lesser degree, as they did to the
true spring in March in April. But although ths explanation may be
sckentifically acceptable, it does not account for bird song throughout
the winter months, when white=crowned sparrows whistle at dawn and
dusk from the willow thickets where they roost for the night. And
when the soditaire sings at noon during a January thaw, whether he is
or is not a mun=worshiper is a distinction of little momemts, Why should
he not be? We humap beings are all mun-worshipers: we have no choice,
The phy=icist who works to harness the energy of the sun with a thermos
nuclear device is a sumswarshiper in a very practical sense, whether or
not he will admit it. When science reaches beyond the phenomena of
nature into metaphysics, it cnters a realm where such distinctions
lose their meaning.

The solitaire is not alone in his response to the light. House
finches al=o sing from their high perch om television aerials, their

rosy throats glowing im the sun. In the brown fields, invisible among

the dead stalks, Western meadowlarks gurgle melodiously. Robins too




on winter doys when the sun is warm, and when we ourselves are

deluded into believing that spring is on the way.

The birde that appear first in the fall have Dbeen driven from their
cool summer homes at high altitudes by freezing weather. Some, such as
the cerulean mountain bluebird, have been forced by
their insectivorous habits to come in search of dormant pupae, the
egge and resting stages of insects and spiders. Juncos and white-
crowned sparrows come to feast on the tiny seeds of the chamisa.

Clark's nutcrackers make their appearance in late September, when
the opening of the pitchy pinon cones reveals the brown fruit nestled

inside. Along with them come the Steller's and pinon jays, both of

which like to feed on the topmost cones of the pinon pines.

During the greater part of the year, foraging bands of pinon
jays roam the low foothills and juniper flat=. As winter approaches,
these groups gradually coalesce into flocks of pveral hundred. When
Szptember comes around, these flocks are alre
During the period which in New Mexico amounts to a second spri
when the arroyos between the ridgee are golden with a variety of
blossoming herbaceous plants and shrubs, the jays begin to appear
near my house in undisciplined troops that eventually become 2 sort
of ragred confederation. Alighting in th cottonwood trees, they
caw noisily while they look the place over. Although they have
been here before and will peturn when natural foracze becomes scarce,
they do not yet approach my feeder, whose countents are not to their

liking. On a sudden unanimous impulse they all take off, still con-

versing, in a straggling flock,

Although the behavior of pinon jays is
they are nommigratory birds, and do not ev

the =ume degree as the nutcrackers and Ste




vertically between the high mountains and the foothills, In this ress
pect the pinon jays are like their relatives the scruvb jays (Woodhouset ),
which live all year round in the pinon—juniper region. Whether they
have deveéloped as sophisticated a means of communication as their
similarly gregarious relatives the crows has not been detcrmined.

But it would appear that the isolating influence of territorial claims
that affects the mated pa of moet bird species has been attenuvated,
permitting cooperative associations such as the presence of a third
adult bird as a helper at the nest.

As I sit at my typewriter on a winter morning, I can look out
through my studio window at the low hills to the northeast while a
flock of pinon jays makes its circuit of the feeding gz in the
Tesugue valley; they know where all the handouts are, and often they
fly directly over the studio shortly afte is They sail down
from the hills in eroups of less than ten, until ths entire flock of

more than a hundred birds has gathered in the cobtonwood treese near

the house. Here they often sit for a while, "mewing," "guehing,"

and "whawking" before they settle on the feceder in a blue, squabbling
mass. After they have gorged thmmselves, they fly back in strageling
columns to the hill from which they have come.

As the weather becomes frostier with the approach of winter,
bluebirds begin to appear: the alls=blue mountain bluebird, which
commonly nests among the firs and aspens at the same altitude as the
solitaire, and the Western bluebird, which differs from the Hastern
species in being marked with chestnut on its back as well as on its
breast. Traveling in groups and small flocks that stay together,
the bluebirds are easily recogniged by their gentle, piping cnlls

and by the peculiar, wing=flicking flight - that is characteristic of
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thrushes, including the solitaire. The Western bluebird, like its
lamtern counterpart, nests in hollow trees or old holes made by =aps
suckers. In the valleys they are also particularly attracted to rundown
apple orechards, where they find an abundance of nesting sites. @nce
I found a mountain bluebird nesting well below its usual altitude,
in .a: hollow in an adobe wall under the eaves of a barn, and I found
another building its nest in the deserted burrow of a ground squirrel
in the steep side of an aprroyo.

In mpring when nesting begins, bluebirds and scrub jays have
both acquired their t chtest plumage. 4 three species go through
a postnuptial molt in summer, leaving
somber. Mountain bluebirds, clear asure in
following this molt, leaving the smsexe= less easily distinguish

uveniles, From intense purplish ultramarine,

Western bluebird has become guite drab; even the chestnut on the back
is less conspicuous. The scrub jay is less affected by the summer
molt, although its hue is noticeably less brilliant. The adults of
this species do not molt in the spring; instead, the conspicuous
spring plumage is acquired by the wearing down of the duller=colored
feather tips had concealed the intenser blue underneath. The transformas
tion is gradval and vnneticed until we begin to feel spring in our bones,

During the winter, flocks of strange birds occasionally appe
in the cottonwood groves aleng the watercourses that drain the western
slopes of the Sansre de Cristo range. They come unexpcctedly to siay
a few hour= or day, departing with as little forewarning as they came,
Notable among these erratic visitors is the evening grosbeak, whose

migrationm rovtes, brezding grounds, and wintering localities are cons

tinually shifting. Thef may be abundant one ysar and absent the next

or they may come and go during the same season, especially aur




winter months. For nesting they seem to prefer th: coniferous forest,
either high in the mountains of the West or among the fire of northern
Michigan, Minnesota, and Canada. But even in this they are not consistent.
In Yew Mexico the first intimation of their abrupt arrival is often
a multitudinous chirping, like that of English sparrows, from the tops
of the cottonwood trees. Perched there in the dead of winter, they
nay sit for hours simply talking among themselves, If they arrive
in spring after the sap has besu ise, they feecd on the swollen
leaf buds—-~though without c= ing appreciable harm to the trves. They
are usuvally not interested in the bird secd I put out, which attracts
other birds in large numbers lowever, as confirmation of their un-
predictable behaiior, one year a large flock stayed around for weeks,
eating enormous quantities of cracked corm that 1 spresd dn the drive-
way. Sometimes they apppar at sunrice to drink from the pool I keep
unfrozen all winter with an electric heater. At such times they can
be seen at best adventage, and the differences between the sexes are
easily discernible. Across the forehead above the massive, greenish-
white Dbeak, the male has a band of lemon yellow extending backward
as a superciliary stripe. The crown is black and the feathers of
the nceck, throat, and eheeks are dark olive brown fading to olive
yellow on the back, sides, and breast. The tail and primary wing
feathers sre jet black, but all the secondary wing feathers-—-as
though by a capricious afterthfought——are immaculately white. When
the bird is perched, these large white patches and the huge, light-
colored beak are i%s most conspicuous feature The female grosbeak
is
is much less gauvdily marked: her dark hewd‘ without the yellow band, and

color
blends into wee soft, silvery gray a# the bick pilumage, whteh becomes

lighter toward the tail--itself a much darker gray, as are the wings.

The ageressive appearance of evening grosbeaks does not belie




orter

their behavior. Coming to drink in the morning, they drive away al
the robins and even attaek one another,

A less frequent visitant, and the only other bird whose wanderings
are equally erratic, is the Bohemian waxwing. Late one winter a few
years ago, a large flock mysteriously appeared in ouvr Chinese elms and
cottonwoods, where its members spent several days feaeting on the winter
buds. The number of waxwings 1d § Fe t have been very large
since they were r riec imultaneously by many observers Unlike its
smaller relative the cedar waxwing, the Bohemian waxwing 18 generally
confined t« I states 1 eeds yoreal forest, :nd
roams widely over the Rocky Mountain area 1 *hout the rest of the
year. Both waxwings are sleek, fawn=colored birds with neat, unruffled,
pointed crests, The Western species is the darker f he two, and
differs also in possescing white wing markings and rusty vndertail
feathers, The presence of red, waxlike tips on the wing feather margins
is not an invariable attributs of either species. On the occasion I

have mentioned, it was their voices that first drew my a tention to

the presence of a Plock of waxwings=—a continuous sibilance overhead,

°

such as a swarm of very large and noisy gnats might make, which caused
me to look up and find the trees covered with birds At first I thought
they were cedar waxwinge; but the sound had a hoarse, grating timbre,
unlike the clear, monosylla » of that species, it con=isted
of two syllables, the first very short: zereee. iWith field glas:
noted immediately the white on the wings L e T r feathers uvnder
the tail, and knew the visitores were Bohemian waxwings although I had
never seen one before.
As the days grow warmer with the approach of spring, the house
finches begin to sing in earnest, and to investigate all their favorite

sites: the lamp by the front dow the open Mexican birdcage




that hangs on the wall under the west portal.

courtship are premature; nest-building by the ho

not begin ser] 8ly r anoi r month. Another
: plain titmice
of spring/as theyexplore cracks and crannies and

holes with an eye to setting up a household. But
phoebes appear and »in their frantic c

sweetly in unison as they flutter seductiv

that one can be Bure F®ei the cold weather is ov

And on the day when the rattle of hummingbird wi

air, one can be confident th spring has truly

gign of the imminence
broken=down woodpecker
it is not until the
rtship, trilling
und the portals,
r for abnother season.
gm cuts through the

arrived in New lexco.
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