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INTRODUCTION

By Annie Proulx

Some decades ago I, with several other people, was involved with a natural history writing program in Vermont, all of us trying to guide makers of mud ball prose in their journey toward clarity and grace. Several of the instructors had rooms in the same building and shared a common kitchen. At the end of the second day, I looked forward to a cold drink on the porch while watching evening bats in the twilight. I reached into the refrigerator’s grim little ice cube compartment and pulled out a tray. Instead of ice cubes the cavities contained an assortment of moths, large and small. One was a luna moth, a creature I had not seen since I was a child. Had they made their way into the compartment during the weeks the refrigerator stood empty and gaping? But then the kitchen door opened and a tousle-headed man with glowing eyes came in.

“My moths!” he said to the ice cube tray, as one would say “my long-lost twin brother!” It was my first meeting with Steve Bodio, whom I knew only from his essays in Gray’s Sporting Journal. I got used to seeing him crouched by the screen door at night waiting for new moth victims and to listening to monologues about startle patterns, mimicry, and melanism. Before the session was over, I knew this ardent biologist-naturalist a little better—a man who collected insects, raised pigeons, and hunted with falcons and hawks; collected rare books on the natural world; was vastly well read in history, paleontology, archaeology, and climatology; knew about ancient horses, the history and habits of the dog, and Egyptian mummification processes; could quote from Buffon, Charles Wilkes, William Bartram, Wilfred Thesiger, and the authors of little-known treatises on gyrfalcons and eagles; an eager talker on all subjects. Years after I met him he contracted malaria in Zimbabwe and of course developed “ … a fascination with parasite evolution.” He was the kind of restlessly curious fellow who might have ended up living with some remote tribe. In fact he continued his examination of the world from a home base in one of the emptier regions of New Mexico in a house full of books, bones, dogs, and raptors and with a shady backyard mellifluous with his extensive pigeon collection. Eventually I lost touch with Bodio, for years depending on news from our mutual friends, Louise and Bob Jones, who always had a first-rate “Bodio story.”

Bodio learned something of grief when his wife Betsy died. “No worst, there is none. Pitched past pitch of grief … ”1 His beautiful memorial book, Querencia (a reference to the “safe” place in the bull ring where the beleaguered bull takes his stand), was only briefly available before his amateur then-publisher decided bookstores were part of a corrupt system and locked the copies away. Only through the help of Montana writer friends and lawyers was he able to regain the copies and copyright. For several years after Betsy’s death he stumbled around with various women until he met the extraordinary Elizabeth Adam (Libby)—archaeologist, Outward Bound guide, chef and caterer, mountain climber, world traveler, musician.

Bodio’s passionate enthusiasm for animals and birds and his low interest in careerism have led him occasionally into shoal waters, and he has eked out a fingernail kind of living. He is a natural history writer with an unquenchable desire to learn about the creatures that share the planet with humans. Following his interests has come at the cost of a decent income, partly because he is interested in such nonmainstream subjects as animal behavior and hunting, cockfights, falconry, and other blood sports in a time when people are increasingly estranged from the natural world and the harsh lives of nonhuman creatures in it; if it isn’t domesticated, it doesn’t count. As Bodio somewhat bitterly puts it, “ … I am, at least in today’s journalistic niche ecosystem, classifiable as a ‘travel writer’ and a ‘nature writer.’” His interests have taken him all over the world, in particular to Central Asia to be in the company of high-altitude falconers and eaglers.

Most birders are concerned primarily with making lists of the number of birds they have identified, a rather artificial category of knowledge that tells us little about ecosystems and specific habitats. I was surprised last year reading Jonathan Franzen’s The Discomfort Zone. All Franzen’s heart-wound writing urges one to reexamine oneself in the matrix of family and impinging crises. I was attracted to the section on his bird-watching period (“My Bird Problem”), enlivened with brilliant descriptions of several birds and his identification with birds, his journey from clumsy curiosity to headlong obsession. The birds metamorphosed into piteous, poor creatures; then somehow they became Franzen himself then became his mother, who was dying of colon cancer. In the end Franzen revealed himself as a species-list striver going for four hundred, and when he achieved that goal he became “ … weary of birds and birding.”2

Those of us who are interested in bird behavior beyond the feeder or the identification guidebook find meager pickings when it comes to information. I am fortunate that my house faces a cliff with a river at the base where I can watch raptors, waterfowl, and a hundred other species. The nests of a pair of bald eagles and another upriver inhabited by golden eagles are in sight from the breakfast table. I have plenty of books on birds, but the information on why the big eagles do what they do is hard to dig out. Eagle behavior is usually lumped together with the general behavior of the accipiters, but a single book that focused on the rich lore and sweep of eagledom did not seem to exist. For years I have relied on observation, folklore, and the eagle stories of a few rural neighbors and friends who take notice of them. Bodio’s beautifully written and authoritative book Eagles is a primary source of information as well as an omnium gatherum from literature, film, and mythology concerning these large, striking birds.

Birders are often puzzled by avian plumage that is not constant but changes with age, season, and locality. Keeping track of such variables for many species, plus pre-molt and molt stages, is terrifically complex. In an effort to simplify the birder’s eternal question, “What bird is that?” the reductionist approach of bird identification guidebooks gives the impression of immutable species in a fixed world. Bodio, in his discussion of ever-branching cladistic analyses of changing species in transitional habitats, reminds us that species classifications are human constructs and that mutability is the common denominator of life. Once we grasp an idea of the fluid currents of changing habitats and climates and the creatures that fit themselves to those changes, we can look for adaptive and opportunistic behavior as well as size and feather color. This sense of modification underpins Bodio’s book as he introduces us to the current eagle groups: the sea eagles, which include the familiar bald eagle; the snake eagles; jungle eagles; “odd” eagles; and booted eagles, considered the true eagles by most of us. The booted golden eagle, says Bodio, “ … is the quintessential capital-E eagle, the Platonic ideal of a bird of prey … ” Bodio also introduces us to unfamiliar eagles as the huge “flying wing” bateleurs of the sub-Sahara, the Indian black eagle with “paddle shaped” wings and exceedingly long tail, and the tiny little eagle of Australia.

His vivid description of an eagle, if it could imagine itself, is of a “carnivorous Buddhist.” Through Bodio’s insights we get a strange glimpse of these other minds that share the earth with us: “I believe that animals—birds and mammals anyway—do think, but they think in ways that might seem alien and frightening to us if we could inhabit their minds.” We cannot inhabit their minds, but we can appreciate the gulf of distance between our two species, brilliantly illustrated here.

Humans are creatures who make categories. They range from “behaviors” like natural history, lives and loves, skills and powers, and parenting and nest-building; to “place,” such as habitat and migration routes. There is a broad-ranging review of the eagle in human mythologies and ceremonies from Tibet to the pueblos of the American Southwest, in symbolism and art, in the journals of early travelers, and even in adventure novels and films constructed around the supposed fierce and noble characters of eagles. Notable is the film documentary Kyran over Mongolia, “ … a brilliant and unflinching record of all of eagle training, from trapping the bird to her taking her first fox.”

Bodio is himself a falconer and the chapter on eagle falconry (eaglry?) is particularly gripping: a history of the sport from the time of Marco Polo to modern-day Kazakhstan, where hunting wolves with trained female eagles is still important. The tradition of eagles as hunting partners persists to this day in central Asia. Bodio gives us an arresting contemporary image of the hunter riding out to the field on a motorcycle with his eagle in the sidecar. Where else can one learn of the unusual practices of Japanese falconers with the kumataka, or mountain hawk eagle, which their owners keep in a hawk house forbidden to children and pets for their safety?

Do eagles attack humans? Some cite the skull of the Taung Baby, an early hominid, which was found in association with a fossil bone midden of small animals very like the accumulation around a raptor nest site; they believe that two holes in the skull may have been made by an eagle—the huge crowned hawk eagle is implicated. Bodio discusses several authenticated examples of eagle damage to humans, from children to Aeschylus who, legend has it, died when an eagle dropped a tortoise on his head, apparently mistaking his bald pate for a stone. In our own near past, eagles were poisoned, snared, and hunted from the ground and from helicopters and planes by ranchers who believed the birds carried off young stock. Today the major group taking eagles alive or shooting them are American Indians, particularly the Hopi and Navajo. At a big powwow featuring ceremonial dancing, the remains of thousands of eagles stir the air at ground level. In recent years the eagle permit system for Indians and the associated eagle feather trade has stirred up considerable controversy.

And so now we have a fine eagle book to sit on the shelf with the bird guides, as Shelley wrote of Coleridge, “A hooded eagle among blinking owls.”3 May all interested in the wild world read it with enjoyment and enlightenment.

—Annie Proulx

Annie Proulx is the author of The Shipping News and three other novels, That Old Ace in the Hole, Postcards, and Accordion Crimes; the story collections Heart Songs, Close Range, Bad Dirt, and Fine Just the Way It Is; and Bird Cloud: A Memoir of Place. Her story “Brokeback Mountain,” which originally appeared in the New Yorker, was made into an Academy Award–winning film. She has won the Pulitzer Prize, a National Book Award, the Irish Times International Fiction Prize, and the Pen/Faulkner Award, and is a fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Letters. She lives in Wyoming.
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1 Gerard Manley Hopkins. “No Worst …,” Poems, 1918.

2 Jonathan Franzen. The Discomfort Zone: A Personal History. London: Fourth Estate, 2006, p. 195.

3 Percy Bysshe Shelley. “Letter to Maria Gisborne,” 1820.





PROLOGUE


“The way of the eagle in the air … ”

—PROVERBS 30:19



On a steeply slanting talus slope ten miles north of the little New Mexico town where I have lived for more than thirty years, a shadow falls across me, as silent and swift as a blowing cloud.

I should be ready. I know there is an eagle’s nest tucked into a hollow in the vertical wall above. But the shadow crosses me as it must cross a prey animal, and I involuntarily flinch and stumble. The eagle, the great female, has materialized from the air like a spirit, a black hole in the sky. She stands on the wind less than a hundred feet away, surveys me with a cool gaze, then catches the wind with her fingered wings and blows down its stream.


[image: art]

A Golden eagle launches from its perch in this portrait by Russian artist Vadim Gorbatov. VADIM GORBATOV



The eagle’s shadow has fallen on us since long before we were human. The Taung Baby, a 2.5-million-year-old skull of a prehuman South African Australopithecine, shows punctures4 that anthropologists Lee Berger and Ron Clarke attributed to an eagle, perhaps one similar to Stephanoaetus coronatus, the modern African crowned eagle, still reliably implicated in attacks on children.5 Eagles were big enough to be competitors, bold and intelligent enough to live near us without great danger, and beautiful, even magical, in their movement. Every culture that encountered them has left a written or pictorial account, from the ancient Greeks to the Japanese to the Aztecs, who knew the enormous crested harpy, whose name comes to us from the Greek for “snatcher.” The Japanese in Hokkaido trained Spizaetus nipalensis, the mountain hawk eagle, calling it kumataka, “bear hawk”;6 it is strong enough to kill foxes and small deer. Just of Europeans, the Maoris of New Zealand may have been preyed upon by the largest eagle of all, which could kill ten-foot-tall moas. They left paintings of this fearsome predator on rock faces.7
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This sliding door panel is decorated with an imperial eagle, plum tree, and camellia. It’s from seventeenth-century Japan, and was created during the Momoyama period. WIKICOMMONS



The eagle known by most old societies is the one that lives on my mountain: the golden eagle; “the” eagle, aetus Aquila of the Romans; the “damn black Mexican eagle” of border sheepmen. Golden eagles are among the three or four largest predatory birds in the world and perhaps the most biologically successful. They live clear across North America, from Labrador to Mexico, in Siberia and all across Asia north of the Himalayas, and through the Middle East and Europe, down into the mountains of Morocco. Close relatives like the black, or Verreaux’s, eagle and the wedgetailed eagle inhabit South Africa and Australia. Aquilas are the birds of prey with the closest relations to humans—antagonistic, appreciative, utilitarian, mythical, real, and theological—for uncounted thousands of years. They are actors in Pueblo Indian rituals; their tail feathers are sacred to the Plains tribes. The ancient Romans, who gave the name Aquila to the species and later to the genus, used them as battle standards and war animals to attack the heads of their enemies. They were allegedly reserved for emperors in European falconry and are still used to hunt wolves in Central Asia and deer in Eastern Europe. They have been poisoned by Scottish sheepherders, accused of stealing babies, and hunted from single-engine airplanes in Texas as recently as the 1960s. Despite the assertions of some of their more sentimental defenders, goldens are capable of taking antelope and deer in the wild and, at least once, have been proven to kill calves.
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A golden eagle attacks a saiga antelope in Siberia in this nineteenth-century engraving. THE LIVING WORLD, ILLUSTRATED BY J. W. BUELL (PHILADELPHIA, PA, 1889)



Eagles are old—old in a way that humans, evolutionary infants, can barely comprehend. Aquila has seen human civilizations, Yeats’s “old civilizations put to the sword,” come and go and probably feasted on the remains, for eagles are not too proud to feast on others’ meat. We don’t know exactly how long the genus has been around, but many modern bird families were already flying during the late Cretaceous, time of the tyrannosaur and triceratops.
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German artist Emil Doepler (1855–1922) painted this oil-on-canvas portrayal of an eagle and waterfall. WIKICOMMONS



Given the rarity of bird fossils (hollow bones are fragile to the point of evanescence to start with, and true eagles have always been inhabitants of the windy uplands rather than the sediment-rich basins that produce shales and fossils), it is likely that true eagles, identical to those alive today, were around to watch as our ancestors began to stand upright. Their shadows doubtless fell over the wandering bands of primates that exploded out of Africa less than a million years ago, long before those restless hominids began to build cities and civilizations. Aquila was always overhead, feasting on their leavings, nesting on cliffs over their first river-valley fields.
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“Bearcootes” dramatically make war on wolves in this illustration. TRAVELS IN THE REGIONS OF THE UPPER AND LOWER AMOOR BY THOMAS WITLAM ATKINSON



Because of the way they view the world, we do not “bother” eagles, though they always need what ecologists call a healthy prey base. A village and farm economy supports eagles very well. My ancestors in the Italian Alps doubtless knew the golden eagle; Aquila still lives in those places today. Years ago when I spent a month hiking around some obscure corners of northern Provence, I didn’t expect to see eagles. The French are notorious for killing raptors; a nation of food-loving hunters with all the old-fashioned prejudices against predators, they only recently discovered that birds of prey are virtually irrelevant to gamebird populations. But to my surprise predatory birds considered rare in “greener” parts of Europe were everywhere. Red kites soared over a Roman coliseum that was still used for concerts; Bonelli’s eagles, close relative of the noble Japanese kumataka, wheeled in courtship flights over oak copses beneath the bare teeth of the Dentelles de Montmirail. Best, one pair of eagles would come to us. In the early evening, as we ate our dinner in the courtyard of the presbytery in Serignan, two great snake-eating short-toed eagles, circaètes de Jean-le-Blanc, would soar over the village, drifting in high above the wheeling, screeching flocks of swifts that swirled around town like rush-hour traffic, and turn around and around in stately majesty, flashing snowy undersides as they banked in the setting sun.

The eagle’s tolerance is not without limits. A real modern city of tens of thousands and more paves over their food supply. I grew up in Boston, so didn’t live with eagles until I moved to rural New Mexico. Now if I wish to, I can see an eagle every day.

Legendary eagles of sorts live here too. Socorro County is where the only case of calf predation by eagles accepted by the Audubon Society took place, but those who understand eagles understand that “kill” does not mean “carry.” Even a big golden has a hard time getting aloft with a large jackrabbit. Yet I spent one night drinking whiskey and trying to escape from the descendant of a rancher (he was not a rancher himself, which is probably significant) who insisted on telling me that he had seen two eagles fly off with a four-hundred-pound steer the previous winter. That this would be the equivalent
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