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			Foreword

			The house in which this book was written barely survived the disastrous Coyote Fire of 1964 described in the final chapters of this book. But in 1977 it was completely destroyed in the Sycamore Fire and all that remains of it is this book.

			Bird population’s change and so do bird watcher populations. The dramatic increase in the latter accounts for the increase, or apparent increase, in the number of bird species observed since the beginning of my bird journal.

			As this foreword is being written, October 1990, our city is in its fourth year of severe drought and wildfires. The mobility of birds helps them survive such disasters. In the nineties our canyons will still echo with the shrill calls of the red-shouldered hawk, “Here, here, come here!,” the beguiling invitation of the quail to “Sit right down, sit right down,” and on hot dry dusty days the very sensible request of the olive-sided flycatcher, “Quick, three beers! Quick, three beers!”

			Who says birds have no brains?

			 

			—M. M.

		

	
		
			1

			Houdunit

			It was the beginning of summer and I was approaching a corner in my life. I did not know that it was waiting for me, let alone that it would be of great significance; and when I turned it, there was no artillery salute, no bands played, no thunder rolled. The only sound was a quick, light tapping that seemed to be coming from the enclosed lanai on the lower floor. I was upstairs in the living room reading a book in an attempt to relax. My husband had left that morning on a trip to Mexico and I was already regretting my decision not to accompany him.

			There was no one else in the house, yet the tapping continued. The dogs were lying beside my chair—not to indicate their devotion—so much as to make sure I didn’t go any place without them. Normally they barked at the drop of a decibel half a mile away, but they didn’t stir until I reminded them sharply that they were supposed to be watchdogs. Then, responding to my tone, they started tearing up and down the room in a loud and disorganized demon­stration of watch doggedness. By the time they stopped, so had the tapping.

			A few minutes later it began again, louder and more purposeful, as if the interruption had served merely to increase the performer’s determination. That a performer existed I had no doubt: the noise didn’t sound mechanical, like air in the plumbing or a defect in the water heater, and the wind wasn’t strong enough to budge a butterfly.

			I went downstairs, the dogs at my heels. The rooms—lanai and storage room, piano alcove, my husband’s study and bath—were empty, as expected, and outside there was nothing unusual—no curious child from one of the houses across the canyon, no lost dog or straying cat. As I started back upstairs I heard the tapping again. This time it was closer and I could tell exactly where it was coming from—the window of the bath between my bedroom and my office. The new development wasn’t exactly reassuring since that particular window was fifteen feet from the ground and no nearby tree provided access to it. The added fact that the dogs weren’t making a fuss forced me to conclude that the originator of the noise was not of this world.

			Twilight in the empty house did not provide the best occasion for speculating about the spirit world and who, among its occupants, might be trying to get in touch with me. I thought of various relatives and friends, and even my childhood hero, Houdini, who had promised his faithful followers that if he could possibly communicate from the spirit world he would do so on the anniversary of his death. I had to check several reference books before learning that he had died in Detroit, Michigan, the end of October 1926. This was Santa Barbara, California, the end of June. It seemed unlikely that Houdini could have made such a gross mistake, so I crossed him off the list.

			The ghostly noise stopped when darkness fell and I heard nothing more until the following morning, shortly after dawn. Once more I searched the house, upstairs and down, inside and out, and found nothing out of the ordinary. But I had no sooner gone out to the kitchen to make breakfast when the tapping started again from one of the east windows of the lanai; it was followed by a series of sounds as if someone was trampling around in the leaf litter underneath the ceanothus shrubs. The eeriest part of the whole thing was that the dogs didn’t react to the sound, though their ears are twenty times keener than mine and they must certainly have heard it. Perhaps the performer was so well known to them that they con­sidered him unworthy of their attention. If this was the case, why hadn’t I seen him? Was my failure due to a deficiency of vision or of perception?

			I was finishing breakfast when Bertha Blomstrand, who’d recently built a house across the road, telephoned to ask if I was wide awake enough to come over and see something peculiar. She advised me to make as little noise as possible, which, translated bluntly, meant to leave the dogs at home.

			Bertha was waiting for me at the front door. She motioned me to be silent, then led me through the house to a window which looked out on the driveway, where her car was parked. It was a small foreign model, so common it could be seen on any street at any time. The only unusual thing about it was the left rear hubcap, which was being vigorously attacked by a brown bird. The bird would fling himself at the hubcap, beat it with his wings and peck it with such force that we could hear the sound clearly through the closed window. This was not love, like a parakeet seeing himself in a mirror. This was war. The chrome of the hubcap showed the bird a mortal enemy.

			Thus the source of the tapping on my windows was discovered, and it was not Houdini whodunit. It was a little brown bird who acquired a name before he even had an identity—Houdunit.

			I went back home, relieved that the culprit was nothing more formidable, yet curiously unsatisfied. What species did he belong to? Had he engaged in previous fights with his enemy in the left rear hubcap of Bertha’s car and in the window of the lanai and of the upstairs bathroom? And why only this one hubcap out of four, these two windows out of many?

			I had come to the corner and only one step was necessary to take me around it. The step seemed a very small one: later in the morning, when I went to the supermarket for groceries, I bought a thirty-nine-cent box of parakeet seed.

			 

			Some kinds of addiction are considered incurable. A heroin addict can be kept off his drug in a prison cell for years but the result is not a cure. A bird watcher can be confined to a room with the blinds drawn and the windows closed tight. But when one of the windows is opened and a snatch of bird song drifts in, when a blind is raised and a small creature wings by, or certain leaves in a tree stir without wind, the addiction is more powerful than ever. It carries with it, however, a lifetime guarantee. Wherever you go in this world—the rain forests of the Amazon, the Arctic tundra, the Mojave Desert, the Swiss Alps, the Taj Mahal, the top of the Empire State Building or the middle of Main Street, Peoria, Illi­nois—no matter where you find yourself, there’ll be birds to watch and you’ll never again be bored.

			 

			I sprinkled half the parakeet seed on the ledge outside the living room. This ledge, which was to become the setting for hundreds of itinerant players to act their comedies and tragedies, was four feet wide and covered with roofing material which provided safe footing. It ran the length of two rooms, some fifteen yards, and had been intended mainly as an overhang for the lanai and patio on the lower level.

			Nature had provided the ledge with a varied and colorful back­drop. At one end was a gnarled Australian tea tree, with a grove of ceanothus behind it. Entwined throughout the branches of the ceanothus were the strong, swift runners of a rampaging trumpet vine which had been in bloom since January. At the other end of the ledge we’d built a porch, which quickly became overgrown with cotoneaster and bougainvillaea. In the background an elder­berry bush had grown to tree size, and beyond it stood a row of huge Monterey pines. Looking straight out across the ledge from the chair where I generally sat, I could see first a long privet hedge, unclipped and as tall as a man, a lemon tree and some young loquats, a pittosporum forty feet high and almost as wide, a num­ber of old live oak trees and some enormous blue gum eucalyptus.

			Our property slanted down about thirty feet to a flat area that had been an access road at one time. Though a previous owner had stuck a few concrete flagstones around it, it wasn’t enough of anything to have a name. We called it the lower terrace only for purposes of identification. From here the ground sloped down into a canyon with a creek at the bottom. This creek, unlike most of the ones in southern California in the summer, had water in it. Its banks were strewn with boulders, and wildly overgrown with mugwort, native blackberry, deadly nightshade and poison oak. This last we made no attempt to get rid of, having learned that a fair-sized patch of poison oak is as good a way to discourage tres­passers as a fence and a Keep Out sign. The final backdrop was the Santa Ynez range of mountains, a changing mass of greens and greys and violets depending on the light.

			This, then, was our ledge, a stage whose most dramatic mo­ments up to that point were when Ken and I washed the picture windows.

			The first customer for the parakeet seed was Houdunit—or his brother, sister, cousin, aunt—followed a few minutes later by a small, energetic brownish bird with striped underparts. It was promptly joined by another bird of the same size, shape and behav­ior but with a red breast and face. In spite of the difference in coloration they were obviously a pair. From their quick discovery of the food and their unhesitating descent on it, it also seemed obvious that they were a part of the neighborhood, a bright, lively, tuneful part. Yet I had never seen or heard them before. They might as well have been silent creatures of the darkest night. How could I have missed them?

			This theme is a recurrent one among new bird watchers. To the uneducated eye, as to the incurious mind, much of the world is in darkness, and a thousand songs are lost on the unlistening ear.

			 

			That afternoon, for the first time in years, I went to the Santa Barbara Museum of Natural History. It is a charming place, a cluster of tile-roofed buildings with inner courts and stone arch­ways and long open-air corridors rambling in all directions. A sycamore-lined creek runs through the area, which is shaded by massive old live oaks and dotted with huge boulders brought down by the creek during winter floods.

			When our daughter, Linda, was in grade school, we used to take her and her friends to the museum on afternoons too hot to hike and too cold to swim in the sea. The children especially liked Bird Hall. They’d stand staring up at the condor and the white pelican suspended from the ceiling, or into the display cases which held the smaller birds, captives long past caring. The children’s com­ments made it clear that they considered the stuffed specimens to be more like toys than real birds who had once walked on lawns or touched treetops or skimmed the surface of the sea. For them then, as for me now, the robin in Bird Hall has little connection with the fat, spectacled comic who appoints himself boss of the berry patch. The scrap of grey in the glass cage bears only a token resemblance to the bustling little busybody we call the bushtit, and the sight of the acorn woodpecker wired to a plaster post sets up no echo in my ears of the marvelously raucous and kinetic dialogue he con­ducts with his friends.

			Movement is the very essence of a bird. The museum of the future should, and probably will, occupy itself less with collecting specimens and more with obtaining good color films and sound tracks of creatures alive, moving and meaningful.

			In Bird Hall I found drab replicas of the birds I’d seen on the ledge—a brown towhee, and a male and female house finch. As I left, I paused to read the information sheet in the display case near the door. It stated that all of the birds inside were from Santa Barbara County and there were nearly 400 of them.

			I had 398 to go.
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			How Sweet the Honey

			On the way home I stopped down­town and blew the rest of the month’s expense money on a pair of binoculars, a copy of Roger Tory Peterson’s Field Guide to Western Birds, and a Handbook of California Birds by Brown and Weston. Thus equipped, I confidently expected to spend the balance of the day beside the window identifying all the birds that passed my way or stopped to eat.

			My confidence was ill timed and misplaced. There were a lot of birds, certainly, but they were extremely uncooperative and so were the binoculars. When I was lucky enough to spot a bird quietly perched on a branch, I had to get the binoculars focused on it and adjusted to my eyes, then I had to go through all the illustrations in the Field Guide and the Handbook until I came to a picture that resembled what I’d seen. At this point I invariably discovered that my initial study of the bird hadn’t been thorough enough and that I needed another look at it. By the time the binoculars and I were prepared for another look, the bird was halfway to Los Angeles and I was left gnashing my teeth and suffering from dizziness and a severe headache. (These symptoms are all common among new bird watchers; only the gnashing is permanent.)

			About the middle of the afternoon a brash blue-and-grey bird joined the house finches feeding on the ledge and stayed long enough for me to identify it as a scrub jay. This was my first identification on my own, and though it was a small thing it went to my head like the smell of a cork to an old toper. I began to envisage my ledge and its surrounding greenery as a place to which birds of all kinds would irresistibly be drawn. I knew nothing whatever about attracting birds, but I’d had quite a lot of experi­ence in attracting people and perhaps the same method could be used—food and drink. Obviously parakeet seed wasn’t going to do the trick alone; I needed to put out several kinds of food.

			I had a vague memory of watching my father, when I was a child in Canada, go through all sorts of shenanigans to keep the birds out of the cherry trees. Nothing had worked, so I reasoned that some birds must be inordinately fond of cherries. I didn’t have any cherries on hand but I found a bunch of grapes, which might possibly be mistaken for cherries by a bird who was a little near­sighted. I also found some bread and four stale doughnuts. The grapes I fastened with a pipe cleaner to a branch of the tea tree at one end of the ledge. The bread I crumbled and scattered with the rest of the parakeet seed. One doughnut I slipped over a twig of the lemon tree, another in the cotoneaster, and the remaining two in the tea tree with the grapes.

			If the arrangements looked as peculiar to the birds as they did to me, they would undoubtedly stay away in droves. To avoid disap­pointment, I decided not to sit around and wait but to go back downtown and purchase a few more bird-luring devices. It was on this trip that I met Harry.

			Harry was the proprietor of a pet shop. Wearing his starched white coat and his sedate yet sympathetic smile, he looked more like a doctor about to diagnose my symptoms and treat the under­lying disease. I didn’t know it at the time but I was the kind of customer, or patient, Harry had been waiting for all his life. I had the disease for which he had the cure.

			His first recommendation was a bird bath. Or rather, two bird baths. Some birds liked the ordinary pedestal-type bath, he said, while others preferred a container placed right on the ground. I didn’t want to be accused of discrimination so I bought a four-dollar clay saucer in addition to the ten-dollar pedestal bath. (“Hang the expense,” Harry said cheerfully.)

			He also sold me a hopper-type seed dispenser and a humming­bird feeder which I was instructed to fill with a half-honey, half-water mixture boiled for ten minutes to kill the bacteria that would hasten fermentation. The bottle also had to be cleaned and the mixture renewed every second or third day to prevent the stuff turning into liquor and intoxicating the hummingbirds. Drunken­ness, he hinted, was commoner among birds than most temperance-oriented bird lovers cared to admit.

			Since that first talk with Harry I’ve seen a number of examples of intemperance—a flock of robins who’d gorged themselves on overripe pyracantha berries and were reeling around on a lawn like tumbleweed, and house finches tame as tulips after a feast of rot­ting peaches. Every winter I’ve watched a sapsucker imbibing fermented sap he’d tapped himself from a willow tree and trying to protect his source of supply from a thirsty and determined oriole. On a recent occasion I was nearly run down by a boozy bunch of waxwings who had arrived later than usual when the toyon berries were past their prime. But I have yet to see any drunken humming­birds. Perhaps they are indistinguishable from sober ones.

			It was eight thirty and nearly dark by the time I finished arrang­ing everything according to Harry’s instructions. The pedestal bird bath was placed in the middle of the lower terrace at a safe distance from shrubbery that would lend cover to lurking cats. With the aid of a notched stick and some wire, I suspended a length of hose over the bath and left the water turned on just enough to provide a slight drip.

			It didn’t look very attractive, but I have long since discovered that birds and people frequently have opposite views about what is attractive. The tidy gardener will abhor the patch of weeds that is irresistible to the goldfinch. He will hasten to haul away the pile of brush where the wren finds its spider, the thrush its worm, the towhee its shelter. He will arrange to burn the stump where the bluebird nests and the woodpecker hunts for caterpillar larvae. He will use quantities of insecticide to get rid of mosquitoes while he simultaneously drives away their arch enemy, the cliff swallow, by knocking down its mud nest under the eaves in order to preserve the neatness of his house. He will not stand the sight of a tree skeleton, yet it is at just such a skeleton, the bare bones of an old blue gum eucalyptus standing at the west end of our property, where Ken and I have seen more species of birds than any other one place. Almost all the birds use it: for a lookout, as a place torest, to meet, to court, to preen, to study the surrounding country, to watch for hawks, to converse, to sleep in the sun. The gardener who prides himself on his neatness pays heavily, and usually unwittingly, for his pride. Birds will be uncomfortable in his yard just as a human being is uncomfortable in the house of a perfectionist.

			 

			The hummingbird feeder I hung on the porch, with a couple of fuchsia blossoms taped near the tube to attract their interest. This feeder was discovered and taken over by a hummingbird the fol­lowing morning. Such quick success is the exception rather than the rule and I attribute it not to the fuchsia blossom but to the fact that a neighbor up the street, Adelaide Garvin, had been feeding hummers for years. She kept eight containers of honey and water on her patio all year, so it seems likely that every hummer for miles around was well accustomed to them.

			Mrs. Garvin had started out, one winter several years before, with a single feeder which was in due course discovered by a male Anna’s hummingbird, the only species which is a permanent re­sident in our area. For a brief time things went smoothly, with Mrs. Garvin enjoying her guest and the hummer enjoying her hospitality. Then a second male Anna appeared on the scene. There was plenty of room in the garden for both of them, plenty of flowers to provide them with insects, and they could have lived harmoniously side by side, taking turns at the feeder. But if there’s one thing a hummingbird can’t stand it’s the sight of another hummingbird eating. To him a feeder is merely another flower and he knows by instinct that a flower fades and there is an end of honey. To share it would be like a farmer sharing a well he knows is going dry—bad business as well as against nature.

			Mr. Anna One welcomed the stranger with a vigorous and noisy frontal attack. The stranger, Mr. Anna Two, reciprocated in kind. And so it went, day after day. From the first feeble light of morn­ing these tiny iridescent patches of rose-red plunged and dove and zoomed and dipped and hovered, and the air was filled with their excited sounds of combat, tick tick tick—tick tick—tick tick tick tick tick . . . It was like listening to a battle between a pair of deranged flying clocks.

			While no blood was shed, no clear-cut victory was won either, and the battle simply went on. Neither of the gladiators was ever allowed more than a few seconds at the feeder and Mrs. Garvin began to be afraid that they were going to starve to death and she would be responsible. She was at the point of taking down the feeder and forgetting the whole thing when she read in a magazine about a situation similar to hers. The solution, it seemed, was to place a second feeder, at some distance from and out of sight of the other, on the assumption that if each bird had its own feeder, peace would prevail. Mrs. Garvin, delighted at the prospect of such an easy solution, hastened to buy another feeder and put it up at the opposite end of the patio, hidden from the first by a giant yucca.

			Mr. Anna One spotted the new feeder immediately. Before Mrs. Garvin even had a chance to fill it he was over, investigating, touching it with his beak and tasting it with his tongue, which was as long and quick and delicate as a snake’s. This maneuver left the first feeder unoccupied and Mr. A II lost no time using his oppor­tunity. It was probably his first—and positively his last—uninter­rupted session at any feeder. Dining alone had certain obvious advantages, but A II evidently felt that they were outweighed by the excitements of combat because within a couple of minutes he went off in search of A I. They met at the new feeder just as Mrs. Garvin was in the act of filling it.

			The ensuing fight lasted for the balance of the afternoon. A I would take a sip of honey water, then fly back to his perch on a twig about six feet away, moving his head constantly from side to side so as not to miss the approach of any trespassers on his new property. At this point A II would zoom out of ambush and take a hasty swig before being driven off. Then he would swoop back across the patio to the original feeder. Suspecting just such skul­duggery, A I would immediately follow him, ticking so fast and furiously he seemed ready to explode like a time bomb. Back and forth between the feeders the two birds went, until dusk forced them to seek cover for the night.

			In her quest for peace Mrs. Garvin had merely intensified the war and enlarged the battlefield. She was, naturally, disappointed but she was also beginning to get curious: what would happen if she put up a third feeder? Was it possible that the birds actually enjoyed fighting and were merely using the feeders as an excuse?

			In order to prevent A I and A II from spying on her activities, she waited until the following night to place a third feeder in the arbutus tree at the other side of the house where it was almost completely concealed by the dense leaves. She had even left the formula uncolored and merely painted the end of the feeding tube with red nail polish. Though I have found that this works perfectly well, I still go on using the colored stuff. It looks prettier.

			Both male Annas were much too occupied to go exploring. A neglected girlfriend, however, often has plenty of time to kill, and one of these was browsing in the arbutus, sticking her beak into the tiny, white bell-shaped flowers, when she discovered the feeding tube. If she had had any sense she would have kept her find to herself and enjoyed a little security. But she couldn’t resist the urge to brag to the male and lord it over him. She had no reason to spare his feelings; the previous spring, after a spectacular kiss-and-run affair, he had left her to face the consequences, a pair of twins, and raise them all by herself.

			It was the beginning of February when Miss Anna discovered her feeder. At the same time, unfortunately, a male Allen’s hum­mingbird arrived in the arbutus tree after a winter vacation in Mexico. He was tired and hungry after his long journey and even under the best of circumstances he is not noted for his placid disposition. Buzzing his wings, fanning his brown-red tail and squeaking vigorously at Miss Anna, he ordered her to get lost. Miss Anna retaliated with a thrust of her bill and a series of enraged tick tick ticks, which attracted the attention not only of A I and A II but of Mrs. Garvin as well.

			She witnessed the ensuing four-way fight but it was such a bed­lam of noise and color and speed in and out of the arbutus tree and around and around the house, that it was impossible to declare a winner. It was, however, quite obvious which bird had been de­feated: the lower half of A I’s bill was now at a 90 ° angle to the upper half. He appeared so pitifully wounded that Mrs. Garvin was in an agony of remorse for having started the whole thing.

			Among most wild creatures the custom is for the defeated to shrink away and lick his wounds in hiding. A I evidently didn’t think much of this custom. Instead of stealing quietly away, he became even more pugnacious, and while his broken bill may have looked pitiful to Mrs. Garvin, to the other hummingbirds it ap­peared more formidable with its double thrust. In fact, his injury wasn’t actually very serious. It did not, for instance, interfere with his eating since he did that with his tongue, which was protected quite satisfactorily by the upper bill. In time, his lower bill atro­phied and fell off and he grew a new one in much the same way as we grow a new fingernail.

			A I may have lost the battle but he won the war. He became, at least temporarily, the undisputed owner of the original feeder.

			 

			Hummingbirds mate as they live, with great speed and intensity. In our part of California, courtship begins as early as December for the Annas, February for the Allens.

			I kept a daily record of a pair of Allen hummers who arrived at the beginning of February, 1965: the male on the 3rd, the female two days later. Courtship began immediately. On February 8, I watched the female gathering material for her nest from one of the wicker cornucopias I had filled with cotton balls and hung in a tree. She was a dainty little freckle-faced creature, most meticulous about what went into her nest. If she pulled out a piece of cotton which she considered too large, she promptly spit it out. If it wasn’t large enough she added to it until it was exactly right.

			On March 10, thirty days after I first observed Mrs. Allen gathering cotton, I learned by chance that she had completed her mission. Looking out at a dead ceanothus tree, I observed what I thought were two female Allen’s hummingbirds sitting on adjoin­ing twigs, each peacefully minding her own business. This was such an unlikely situation that I went running to get my binoculars. They told the story: in the center of each white throat a small red spot was revealed. As the weeks passed, these spots would enlarge until they became the flaming orange-red throats of the male Al­len’s hummingbird. The two peace-loving “ladies” on adjoining twigs were Mrs. Allen’s fine young twin sons, who hadn’t yet been introduced to the joys of combat.

			Of the 319 known species of hummingbird, in only one is the male believed to help with the incubation and raising of his family. Some hummingbird admirer had tried to explain this male absen­teeism with the theory that if the male hung around the nest his brilliant beauty would draw too much attention to it and so en­danger the young. I find it difficult to subscribe to this. Few birds are more conspicuously beautiful than the males of the hooded oriole and the black-headed grosbeak, both of whom are devoted fathers. Perhaps the real answer lies in the nature of the female hummer. She needs no help from anyone in looking after her family. I’ve watched her rout sparrow hawks, harass crows and drive off turkey vultures. The only opponent really worthy of her is another female hummingbird.

			The third week of March also brought the first wave of migrating rufous hummingbirds on their way to the breeding grounds further north. The rufous shares with Allen the scientific name Selasphorus, flame-bearer, but it is even more applicable to him. During the five or six weeks the members of his family frequented our yard, we used to see them shooting through the trees and bushes like tiny balls of fire, so bright they hurt the eyes. Although they used our feeders and fought over them, they never took possession of one the way the Anna, Allen and black-chinned hummers did. Perhaps they knew they were just transients and could not afford to linger, no matter how sweet the honey.

			Before the rufous hummers had finished migrating through our area, the black-chins began arriving to spend the spring and summer, nearly always within sight of a sycamore tree. The down on the underside of sycamore leaves was their favorite nest-building material; I’ve never seen a black-chin use the cotton which I provided and which seemed to please the other breeding hummers.

			The courtship of these tiny creatures with the white-and-violet bibs involves the technique, used by other members of the family, of lightning-fast ascents and descents before the watching female. The black-chin has added something of its own to the mating ritual. While the female waits in a shrub or small tree, the male begins swinging rapidly and noisily back and forth in front of her like a pendulum, a performance intended to bedazzle his lady. It is not intended to bedizzy the human observer, but that’s the effect it has.

			The hummingbird characteristic which I find irresistible is its fearlessness. When I went out into their territory they not only showed no fear of me, they ignored my presence altogether except as an object that was in their way. I might have been a short tree or a tall stump. They shot past my nose, skimmed my ear lobes, wheeled round and round my head like animated corkscrews while I dodged and ducked. If I had on red nail polish they touched it with their bills to make sure it wasn’t a rare flower or a new type of feeder. One of their favorite targets was a sweater of mine which had strawberries embroidered around the collar. It was, at first, an unnerving experience to be prodded on the back of the neck by a hummingbird.

			The hopper-type feeder Harry had sold me I nailed to the main trunk of a young blue gum eucalyptus. This location was convenient to the drip bath I’d arranged on the lower terrace. But it had a serious disadvantage not apparent at the beginning—blue gums grow at a great clip. The feeder is halfway to heaven by this time and utilized only as a perch for sleepy doves to sun on. We’re still asked some rather naive questions about why we put a feeder up so high and how we put seed in it, and so on. The full explanation we used to offer has been minimized with the passing of the years: “Trees grow.”

			And so began my initial week of bird watching. While my hus­band was in Mexico, I entered an even more foreign and more fascinating world. No day began soon enough or lasted long enough. The field guides were never closed, the binoculars never returned to their case. Letters from Ken arrived and I would just be sitting down to answer them when some bird would fly past the window and I’d be off, perhaps only as far as the porch or the driveway, perhaps completely around the block.

			The dogs always followed me on these excursions. They were well aware of my preoccupation, and they resented it and took a stand against it in the only way they knew how. Whenever our little caravan paused long enough, they staged a fight to attract my attention.

			But all three of our dogs eventually became bird watchers. The davenport in front of the picture window facing the front yard was their favorite lookout. This window always bore evidence of their new hobby. At the bottom were the noseprints of Johnny, the Scottish terrier; a few inches above, the prints of Rolls Royce, the cocker spaniel; and a foot or so above these, Brandy, the German shepherd, left his unmistakable traces. The birds very quickly took stock of the dogs and judged them harmless. Right outside our back door, in a cotoneaster tree, I hung a plastic sunflower-seed feeder. When I opened this door to let the dogs out, the birds simply went on eating, but if they caught sight of me they flew away.

			Occasionally I am asked what difference bird watching has made in my life. I can only repeat, the days don’t begin quickly enough, and never last long enough, and the years go by too soon.
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			Ten days after Houdunit and I met beside the hubcap, my husband returned from Mexico. His plane, delayed by fog, didn’t land until nearly midnight, so that it was too late for me to explain the considerable changes which had taken place in our household during his absence. One of the most im­portant of these was my enrollment at the University of California at Santa Barbara for a two-week field course in bird identification. Registration and orientation had taken place the previous day at the Museum of Natural History, whose ornithologist, Egmont Rett, was our instructor. The first class was to meet at seven thirty the next morning at Goleta Slough, an area of tidal mud flats and shallow ponds and inlets.

			I got up at five o’clock with the idea of doing some observing before the others arrived. I hadn’t yet tried to identify any shore birds. I only knew, from reading the Peterson guide, that they weren’t going to be easy.

			I fed the dogs, and then, over a cup of hot tea, I wrote a note to leave for my husband:

			 

			Dear Ken:

			Gone to class, will be back sometime this afternoon. Don’t eat the grapes in refrigerator or the doughnuts in bread box.

			Leave living room drapes closed at front and open be­side my chair. Go very slowly past this window or else crawl past so you won’t disturb them.

			Love,

			MM

			 

			Birds had so quickly and easily become an integral part of my life that it simply didn’t occur to me that Ken might wonder what the class was about, why the grapes and doughnuts were out of bounds, and who “them” referred to. (He told me later he won­dered a great deal when he read my message, not about grapes or doughnuts, but about marbles, whether some of mine had been lost.)

			I was propping the note on his bedside table when he suddenly let out a loud groan and rolled over on his back.

			“Don’t wake up,” I said. “I’m just going to school.”

			“It’s the middle of the night.”

			“Not to me.”

			To me it was the beginning of a new day. As I backed the car out the driveway I felt curious and excited and a little nervous. It was like being eighteen again, on my way to my first class in Greek at the University of Toronto, but there was one big difference. This time I wasn’t going because it was the thing to do, or in order to please someone else or even to educate myself to earn a living. This time I was going for the most important reason of all: I wanted to learn.

			 

			There is surely nothing more discouraging to the new bird watcher than the sight of a thousand gulls on a beach at low tide. This is especially true in an area that’s frequented by a dozen different kinds of gull, nearly all of which change plumage every year for the first four years. Some also change bill and leg color every year, and still others show seasonal changes in plumage.

			No matter how often I shifted position and readjusted my bin­oculars, the gulls on the beach that morning all looked exactly alike to me.

			Fortunately for my morale, there were other birds in the slough more easily identifiable: a dozen great blue herons, some snowy and common egrets and a black-necked stilt. The herons and egrets ignored me but the stilt pegged me as an intruder and an­nounced my presence with earsplitting cries while he flew over my head, his long black beak sticking straight out in front and his improbable long pink legs sticking straight out behind.

			The new bird watcher often thinks that the birds he or she identifies at the beginning are those which are common in that particular region. The very first identification of a friend of mine was a wood duck at the local Bird Refuge. She assumed that this species was as common as some of the others that hung around the refuge—coots, ruddy ducks, mallards, cinnamon teal. Five years have passed and she’s still searching for another wood duck. My experience with the black-necked stilt wasn’t quite so extreme, but I didn’t find a second one for almost a year.

			A stilt, poised in a shallow pool on his incredible legs, looks so beautiful and so gentle that one isn’t prepared for his loud, pierc­ing shriek. Many shore birds have noisy calls—gulls and terns, godwits and willets come first to my mind—perhaps because they must make themselves heard above the constant sound of the sea and the wind. Ken and I spend much time on our beach and there are very few days in the year when the tide is low enough, the waves small enough and the wind soft enough for us to be able to converse in normal voices. At the beach, if you want to be heard, you scream. So does the stilt.

			The stilt’s manner of flying is also in contrast to his voice. It is rather slow and dignified. I was watching him in flight when a car drove up and parked beside the bridge where I was standing; and a small slender man stepped out. I recognized Mr. Rett, the in­structor, but he didn’t recognize me and I hardly expected him to—at least thirty people had signed up for the class the previous day, all but two of them women.

			Mr. Rett, too, focused his binoculars on the stilt. Neither of us said anything. Watching the stilt together seemed the only form of communication necessary. When Mr. Rett finally spoke it was not to me in my language, but to the stilt in his: “Key up, key up, key up.”

			The startled bird paused above our heads and hovered for a moment with his legs dangling like strands of pink rope frayed at the end to form a foot and knotted in the middle to simulate a knee. (The Greek word himas, meaning thong, forms the basis for his scientific name, Himantopus mexicanus.) Then, with one final cry, the stilt took off over the bridge toward the other end of the slough. It was only after he had landed out of our sight that Mr. Rett turned to me.

			“Are you in my class?”

			“Yes.” I told him my name.

			“Margaret Millar,” he repeated, watching me carefully as though making sure he would remember what species I belonged to. “You’re early.”

			“I wanted to do some extra work on shore birds.”

			“Extra work?” Now he was really staring at me. “Where do you teach?”

			“Why do you assume I teach anywhere?”

			“Most of the class does. These field courses in natural history are set up for teachers to earn a couple of quick credits without interfering with the regular summer session. No exams are given. All you have to do to get a B in this course is to keep breathing.”

			“I’d like an exam,” I said, “and the chance to work for an A.”

			“You mean you signed up because you’re interested in birds?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Well, I’ll be damned.”

			It was such a shock to his nervous system that he completely forgot my name and kept referring to me for the next two weeks as Mrs. Whatchamacallit-who’s-interested-in-birds.

			 

			Few teachers have either the desire or the opportunity to live their subjects. The man who conducts classes in Shakespeare may frequently quote the bard but he doesn’t talk in iambic pentame­ters and wear long hair and a pointed beard. But for Mr. Rett birds were not only a livelihood, they were a life. He had been in mu­seum work since his early teens. He was now in his sixties, a very small, spare man who bore a certain physical resemblance to a bird. He was light on his feet and his movements were quick and precise. Sometimes on very early morning field trips when he was hunched inside his sheepskin jacket he looked like a sparrow who had fluffed out his feathers to insulate himself against the cold.

			In the midst of a conversation with people about birds, he would suddenly switch and start talking about people to birds. When he called them, they would answer. Hot, dry stretches of mountainside that seemed too desolate to support any kind of existence would suddenly come alive with the exuberant ringing of wrentits or the fretful duckings and mutterings of California quail, or the clear, haunting octaves of a canon wren.

			Of all western bird songs, the canon wren’s must surely be the one that everyone notices and remembers, even tone-deaf nature haters. The first time I heard it was when Mr. Rett took the class on a walk through the Botanic Garden, sixty acres in the foothills above the Old Mission, planted entirely with native California trees and shrubs and flowers.

			It was the last week in July. A trickle of water was still running in Mission Creek and the garden was lush and green. Mr. Rett kept pointing out birds but I was still having trouble using the binoculars and the field guide, as well as the check list Mr. Rett had given to each of us. I spent most of my time trying to focus the binoculars, looking at the check list and the index of the field guide and shouting, “Where? What tree? What kind of bird? I don’t see any—”

			When I had finally located the bird and attempted to match him up with his picture in the book, Mr. Rett and I were a quarter of a mile apart. In the intervening space the rest of the group were strung out like mismatched beads.

			Some of the types I was to meet on many future birding trips were represented in the class. There were the Eaters, and though they carried binoculars, field guides, notebooks and extra sweaters and sun hats, they always managed to hold a sandwich. There were also the Talkers, and though some of them looked quite young in years, their life histories already seemed inordinately long.

			Then there were the Shutterbugs, a busy lot indeed. They took pictures of the Old Mission and the Old Mission dam, each other, members of the class getting into cars and getting out of cars, Mr. Rett pointing west, Mr. Rett pointing south, Mr. Rett pointing east by northeast. A person examining the entire collection of pictures taken during those two weeks would be lucky if he found a single clue that the class was about birds.

			Such a group would have proved most disheartening to Mr. Rett as a teacher if he had taken it seriously, so he didn’t. At least he didn’t until that morning at the Botanic Garden when he stopped at the bridge over the creek. Three members of the class stopped with him—myself, out of breath from sprinting to catch up after the last pause, a shutterbug who used the bridge railing to park her gear while she changed film, and a little old lady I couldn’t remem­ber seeing the previous day. She had a soft, benevolent smile and pure white hair which was drawn back in a simple bun at the nape of her neck. She wore a khaki skirt, a long-sleeved plaid cotton shirt with matching hat and a pair of navy blue sneakers. It was the kind of versatile outfit an outdoor person needs to be com­fortable in our area where there is a wide range of temperature in any twenty-four hour period—a cold, foggy dawn, a hot noon sun, a brisk sea wind in the afternoon.

			She also wore, suspended on a strap from her right shoulder, a leather bag where
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