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Acclaim for
Marie Winn’s
Red-Tails in Love


“Engaging … Dr. Zhivago with feathers.… That such simple pleasures can be savored today, in the heart of frantic New York City, is a bit of a miracle.”

—The Boston Globe

“ ‘Give your heart to the hawks,’ the poet Robinson Jeffers wrote. Marie Winn certainly has, and so will readers of this delightful book.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“A delightful account of how nature flourishes in the most unlikely of places.… [Winn’s] infectious enthusiasm for all things feathered makes every warbler, owl, or starling dear.”

—Elle

“Engaging and exciting.… If it seems difficult to imagine much drama in the daily rounds of a birdwatcher, well, you haven’t yet read this book.”

—Book Page

“A delightful? read, blessed with a lovable cast of characters, feathered and otherwise.”

—USA Today

“This book has a rare charm, beguiling the innocent reader who thinks it’s about birdwatching into a wonderland of many levels.”

—Robert MacNeil
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Marie Winn wrote a column on nature and birdwatching for The Wall Street Journal for twelve years. Among her previous books are The Plug-In Drug: Television, Computers and Family Life (twenty-fifth anniversary edition 2003), and Children Without Childhood. Married to the filmmaker and palindromist Allan Miller, she spends part of every day in Central Park. For more information and for frequent updates on Central Park nature happenings, see www.mariewinn.com.





[image: ]




SECOND VINTAGE DEPARTURES EDITION, APRIL 2005

Copyright © 1998, 1999, 2005 by Marie Winn

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright
Conventions. Published in the United States by Vintage Books, a
division of Random House, Inc., New York, and simultaneously in
Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto. Originally
published in hardcover in the United States by Pantheon Books,
a division of Random House, Inc., New York, in 1998.

Portions of this work were originally published in somewhat
different form in Smithsonian magazine and The Wall Street Journal.

Vintage Books, Vintage Departures, and colophon
are trademarks of Random House, Inc.

The Library of Congress has cataloged the Pantheon edition as follows:
Winn, Marie.
Red-tails in love : a wildlife drama in Central Park / Marie Winn.
p. cm.
eISBN: 978-0-307-78789-7
1. Bird watching—New York (State)—New York.
2. Red-tailed hawk—New York (State)—New York.
3. Central Park (New York, N.Y.)
I. Title.
QL684.N7W55 1998
598¢.07¢2347471—dc21 97-28417

Author photograph © Charles Kennedy

Endpapers map by Anne Malcolm
Map copyright © 1998 by David Lindroth, Inc.

www.vintagebooks.com

v3.1





for Joe




Contents




[image: ]





Cover

Map

Other Books by This Author

About the Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph

A NOTE ABOUT NOMENCLATURE



PROLOGUE   Falling in Love

In which we find the Bird Register, meet the Regulars, and get lost in the woods. A wood thrush sings in the Ramble.

ACT I   The Odd Couple

In which we meet Pale Male, a precocious young hawk. He woos and wins his first love. An unlucky pair of Baltimore orioles start a family. Winter comes, we feed the birds, and answer Holden Caulfield’s question

ACT II   Moving to Fifth

In which a dark beauty appears and wins a hawk’s heart. A nest is discovered and Starr is struck speechless. Anxiety at the hawk bench, then lunacy at the Reservoir. An egg is analyzed and a party is held.

Intermission

In which the green herons raise a family and the hawkwatchers break for fall and winter. We go hawkwatching with Sharon, and Christmas-Counting with Tom. A saw-whet yields its secrets. Saying goodnight to a woodpecker.

ACT III   Hawk Mania

In which Special Agent Kevin Garlick issues a warning, and a hawk with a silvery band appears. Telescopes sprout like mushrooms, and epic madness takes over. We go hawk-gazing and Chocolate takes a trip to Jersey

ACT IV   The Queen Is Dead,
Long Live the Queen

In which the hawkwatchers face trouble in Paradise. Owls invade the park and the hawks rise above it.…

Curtain Call

In which a baby hawk is hungry and an angry mother treats him like a cow.

AFTERWORD TO THE VINTAGE EDITION

UPDATE—TEN YEARS LATER

[image: ]

CENTRAL PARK   A Wildlife Almanac

Birds Through the Year in Central Park by Tom Fiore

Butterflies of Central Park by Nicholas Wagerik

Damselflies and Dragonflies of Central Park by Nicholas Wagerik

Migrating Hawks Over Central Park by Sharon Freedman

A Taste or Two Along the Way by Norma Collin and Charles Kennedy


MAP OF CENTRAL PARK

A SELECT, ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS











Our own absence, the only certain thing
before we came into this world, or after our death.
Hence the pleasure of recognizing the infinite variety
of what is other than us …

ITALO CALVINO




A Note about Nomenclature
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Standard dictionaries spell the names of all birds from auks to whip-poor-wills with lower-case letters, while the American Ornithologists’ Union, an authority scientists and serious birdwatchers follow, requires that bird names be capitalized.

There are good reasons behind the AOU’s policy. Many bird names include words that describe salient features of that species—the yellow warbler, for example. When the name is spelled in lower-case letters, the reader cannot be sure whether it refers to a specific warbler of the species Dendroica petechia or an unidentified little bird that happens to be yellow. Calling it a Yellow Warbler solves the problem.

Yet it’s hard to read a story when each page is interrupted by great numbers of capitalized words. For this reason (with apologies to the AOU and to punctilious birdwatchers), I decided to go with the dictionary. Whenever confusion threatens as a result of lowercase spelling (as in the story of the gray gull on this page), I throw in the bird’s taxonomic designation to make my meaning clear.











This book tells the story of six years in Central Park I spent with a faithful band of birdwatchers and nature lovers—the Regulars. It is about the park and its wildlife—and a pair of hawks that captured our hearts.

I say the story went on for six years, because that’s when I stopped to write it all down. But the story hadn’t really ended then, only one exciting part of it. It’s still going on as I write and may go on forever. You can go to Central Park and see for yourself.





PROLOGUE
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Falling in Love


Loving helps us to discern, to discriminate. The bird-lover in a wood at once distinguishes the twittering of different species, which to ordinary people sound the same.

MARCEL PROUST






SCENE ONE
The Bird Register
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If it is possible to fall in love with a thing, I believe I fell in love with the Bird Register the day I first opened it. The emotions were familiar: the same feeling of excitement, of undeserved luck, the mildly deluded sensation that a new kind of happiness was just around the corner, the certainty that life was about to divide forever into a before and after.

The Loeb Boathouse, a nondescript building located at the east end of Central Park’s rowboat lake, is where the Register resides, though not always in the same place. During the years I’ve known it, the Bird Book, as it is often called, has lived on the frozen-yogurt bar, on a shelf behind it, and on the cafeteria counter where the little packets of sugar, mayonnaise, mustard, and grape jelly are kept. Currently it may be found behind the podium where reservations are taken for the Boathouse Café, a private restaurant. It may have moved again by the time you read this, but keep looking. It’s sure to be there, somewhere, sitting right out in the open as if it were an inconsequential thing instead of a local tribe’s central treasure.

I remember casually picking up the plain, blue canvas loose-leaf notebook with its sloppily hand-lettered legend on the front cover: CENTRAL PARK BIRD REGISTER AND NATURE NOTES: ENJOY BUT PLEASE DO NOT REMOVE. I opened it for a quick glance at its contents. Then, with that greedy feeling one gets after cautiously tasting some unpromising new dish and discovering it to be delicious, I stood there devouring page after page.

I had known there were robins and sparrows and blue jays in Central Park. I had even seen a warbler or two on occasion. Now I read of owls and snipes, goshawks and scarlet tanagers, flycatchers, vireos, kinglets, and twenty, thirty species of warbler—all, it appeared, more accessible than in any wild forest or meadow.

Squirrels, rats, and dogs were the only mammals I had encountered in my past visits to the park. Here were raccoons and woodchucks and bats. And snapping turtles laying eggs. And bullfrogs croaking at dawn. And butterflies and dragonflies. And so much more, all to be found at such intriguing locations as the Humming Tombstone, Willow Rock, the Oven, Muggers Woods, the Point, the Azalea Pond. Where were these places? I wanted to find them. They weren’t on any Central Park map.

The detailed observations, notations, exhortations, invitations, descriptions, maps, diagrams, even poems in the Bird Register gave me a tantalizing glimpse not only of the unexpected wildlife treasures of Central Park but of a community as well. Who were these people? I longed to know them, to learn their secrets. And there was the Bird Register right out in the open. “Don’t be an eavesdropper,” its voices seemed to be saying. “Come and join us, come and learn.”


SCENE TWO
Into the Woods
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Everyone in the birdwatching tribe knows Sarah Elliott. A trim, redheaded, trenchant woman in her sixties, Sarah once roamed the park with a different band of Regulars from those active today. She remains a vital link with the past, for it was she who started the Bird Register in the first place.

A native of Chicago, Sarah was not solidly hooked on birds until she moved to New York in the early 1960s. There she began birdwatching in earnest, learning to identify birds in the company of some of the city’s top birders of the time: Richard Harrison, Dick Plunkett, Bert Hale. Central Park was where most of her bird studies took place. There, in 1972, she met Lambert Pohner and began her journey from birdwatcher to naturalist—a person who studies nature in all its forms.

Lambert Pohner’s obituary in The New York Times on July 13, 1986, described him as “an elf of a man, with a white beard and a bush hat … who watched over the birds and butterflies of Central Park for more than 40 years.” Sarah had often wandered through the park with Lambert, picking up an approach to learning that appealed to her, one that took in the whole picture—the trees, flowers, frogs, turtles, butterflies of the park, as well as the birds.

Sarah soon revealed an organizing skill all her own. As she rambled through the woodlands, she kept two lists: one, of the birds she had seen that day; the other, of the birdwatchers she ran into. Until then, Central Park’s birders knew each other slightly, or not at all. Sarah became a common link. Around 1975 Sarah took the crucial step that marked the birdwatching community’s true beginning: She started the Bird Register. Now Central Park’s birdwatchers had a place to meet, if only on paper.

In 1980, the Central Park Conservancy, then a newly formed organization seeking to rehabilitate a down-at-the-heels park, asked Lambert to lead bird walks in the Ramble, a 37-acre wilderness in the heart of the park. He accepted the invitation, and invited Sarah to share the job.

There had been regular birdwatching walks in the park before Lambert and Sarah’s. There was the legendary Farida A. Wiley, who began leading walks in 1938 under the aegis of the American Museum of Natural History and continued for almost fifty years. Lambert and Sarah’s walks were different, slower, as likely to focus on a plant or grasshopper or bat or raccoon as on a bird.

After Lambert’s death, Sarah kept his memory alive by continuing the Wednesday and Sunday morning walks during the spring and fall migrations, on her own now, but still in Lambert’s uncompetitive, reflective style. Many of the park’s most ardent birdwatchers and nature lovers first caught the Central Park bug, as it were, in one of Sarah Elliott’s bird classes.

THOUGH SARAH WAS to be my entry into the vibrant world of Central Park’s birdwatchers, it was dead birds that first brought us together. That was in late May of 1991. I had come upon an article she’d written in the New York City Audubon Society newsletter in which she’d declared that the city’s brightly illuminated skyscrapers were deathtraps for passing migratory birds. To save birds’ lives, she proposed a letter-writing campaign: Write to the owners of well-lit skyscrapers to tell them to turn off their bright lights during the migration seasons, at least on foggy and rainy nights, she instructed.

I had begun writing an occasional column about birds for The Wall Street Journal. I called her for an interview about her crusade and she chuckled at the opportunity to reach a nice pack of fat-cat skyscraper owners.

We arranged to go on a fact-finding expedition the next foggy or rainy day. Our mission: to look for dead birds near the Empire State Building, the Met Life Building, the World Trade Center, and other illuminated towers.

On a highly propitious (i.e., dismal) morning a few days later our inspection tour turned up no dead birds at all, merely one dazed warbler that zipped off the moment we tried to pick it up. Perhaps Sarah thought she owed me more birds, for as we parted that morning she offered to take me on a bird walk in Central Park some day. I called her that very afternoon to set a definite date. Open Sesame.
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WE MET at the Boathouse. There’s an expensive restaurant at one end where tourists and swanky New Yorkers congregate. The Regulars, a little band of the park’s most devoted birdwatchers and nature lovers, prefer the plain cafeteria next door. That’s where they warm up on cold days, take shelter from rain, and find out where the action is. The vegetable soup isn’t bad, the blueberry muffins are homemade, and the Bird Register is kept there—the major attraction.

From the moment we set off, I began scribbling notes and drawing maps filled with kindergarten-style representations of rocks, fences, and lampposts where a path to somewhere or other is to be found. It was my first walk in the Ramble and I wanted to remember what I was learning—the names of trees, flowers, birds, streams, bridges, people, everything!

Most of all I wanted to be sure I wouldn’t get lost when I came the next time. This was Central Park, after all, and everyone knows it’s not the safest place in the world. I’d been to the park many times before, to be sure, for I grew up nearby, but I had never been in the Ramble. That dense woodland had always been out-of-bounds—a scary place. The feeling still lingered on that day in mid-June.

As Sarah Elliott led me up the steep footpath that begins behind the Boathouse at lamppost 7401 and leads into the Ramble, I learned the first of many park secrets: the first two digits on each lamppost tell its location relative to the nearest city street. (North of 99th Street the numbers begin with 00, indicating 100th Street.) In this case it revealed that we were somewhere near 74th Street. For the park’s birdwatchers the numbers serve to pinpoint important spots where birds have been sighted so others can easily find them.

We were hardly halfway to the top when the show began. Suddenly a pair of tufted titmice appeared on a branch just ahead and seemed to be keeping up with us as we walked. They were pronouncing their raucous version of the black-capped chickadee call as they flew from branch to branch. Dee-dee-dee!

As Sarah stopped and fumbled with something in her bag, the titmice hopped to a branch so near I could no longer focus my binoculars on them. The birds continued yelling, making little forays out towards us and then back onto the branch.

Sarah unscrewed a small black plastic film canister, removed a peanut fragment, and held it out on her hand. One of the titmice promptly landed and snatched the peanut away. She provided another peanut tidbit for me to do the same. I’m embarrassed to find in my notes that a bird’s feet on the palm of the hand feel “like fairy wings.” In years to come I was to see this little drama many times, for most of the Regulars hand-feed the resident birds on occasion. Chickadees, blue jays, and cardinals are others that yammer to be fed when the Regulars walk by, though they only come close; titmice and chickadees alone actually come to the outstretched hand, with a downy woodpecker taking the plunge once in a blue moon.

The Ramble proper starts at the top of the hill and an unmistakable landmark—the Balancing Boulder—marks its beginning. One of the park’s many naturalistic artifices, it is a huge upended rock that from a certain angle appears to be balancing so precariously on top of another, horizontal boulder that a good, firm push should send it toppling. Children seem compelled to give it a try.

Just past the boulder, at a crossroads of sorts where three paths diverge, we bore left. “You’ll see a few warblers in a moment,” Sarah promised. And so we did, soon after we arrived at the Point, a wooded promontory jutting out into the rowboat lake. This little spit of land is a famous birdwatching spot during the spring and fall migrations.

Standing at an elevation high above a heavily wooded depression just to its west, known as the Oven, observers at the Point can look down into the crowns of the Oven’s oaks and willows and get an exceptionally good look at such elusive warblers as the Cape May and the cerulean, treetop feeders. Thus birdwatchers can avoid the occupational hazard known as warbler neck, a painful condition brought on by long-term upward gazing.

Birdwatchers have long joked about warbler neck, but the ailment may be more serious than people believe. Neurologists have discovered that when people assume extreme neck positions for extended periods of time, blood flow through the vertebral arteries is reduced, leading to an increased vulnerability to strokes. Researchers singled out the tilted-back head position of women having a shampoo at a beauty salon. But it happens to be the very posture of birdwatchers craning to see a warbler at the top of a tree.

At the Point, according to my notes: “2 magnolia warblers, female redstart, blackpoll warbler; warblers eat berries in fall, otherwise bugs; big uproar about Point and Ramble in ’81 when Conservancy chopped down trees to restore historic views—birdwatchers still mad.”

Birders sometimes see more than twenty species of warblers at the Point, Sarah told me. But by the beginning of June the spring migration is winding down. The birds we saw that day were the stragglers—mostly first-year birds (last summer’s fledglings) and females. The bright-colored males in breeding plumage had raced ahead to their breeding grounds farther north to get the choicest nesting spots, Sarah said. The females would join them a week or so later, after the males had worked out their territorial disputes.

From the Point, we walked a short distance to Willow Rock, a flat outcrop high above a peaceful lobe of the Lake. It was named for the two thick black willows growing nearby, Sarah explained. (One of them fell in a storm in 1994.) There was a small tree, almost a sapling, growing out of a crevice in the rock, near the edge. “Look at this,” said Sarah. “It’s a real peach tree. Maybe somebody planted a pit here.” I could see dozens of unmistakable mini-peaches growing all over the little tree. They were still green—though already covered with that characteristic fuzzy down botanists call pubescence.

Willow Rock offered easy views of the same treetop activity we had seen from the Point but from a different angle, as Willow Rock is directly across from it. What a splendid opportunity this affords birdwatchers: with the sun behind them they can spend their morning hours gazing at warblers from the Point, and then do the same at Willow Rock in the afternoons.

Like many impassioned novices, I wanted to know everything all at once—the names of every plant, every bird, every part of a bird. Sarah, it was clear, did not suffer such acquisitive fools gladly. “What’s that tree with the bunches of red berries?” I asked—it was probably my hundredth question. “Oh, that’s the bunches-of-red-berries tree,” she answered with a smile. A few moments later, as we saw a black-crowned night heron land on a willow overhanging the Lake, I wondered out loud about one of the bird’s most conspicuous features: “Is that called a bill or a beak?” I asked Sarah. “Yes,” she answered firmly, and that was that.

Her message sank in. Don’t worry about nomenclature when a bird is sitting in front of your nose. Look at it. Notice everything you can about it—its yellow-green legs, its blackish back and cap. Look at that orange eye. Later I checked out the bill vs. beak question in The Birdwatcher’s Companion, a reliable reference book by Christopher Leahy. His entry for beak says: “Essentially synonymous with bill. In more restrictive usage, refers particularly to larger bills, especially the hooked beaks (or bills) of birds of prey. In general ‘bill’ is the preferred term in ornithological/birdwatching contexts.” Yes.

Next we walked up a small incline, passing another large boulder—Warbler Rock, Sarah called it. I was growing more and more uncertain of our orientation as we veered away from the Lake and open sky and entered the deeper woods. Soon the leafy canopy was closed all around us. Even the air felt different—more carbon dioxide, I imagined.

Once in the woods, I gave up mapmaking entirely. I had completely lost my sense of direction and was too embarrassed to keep asking Sarah which way was which. In other parts of Central Park one can orient oneself by the surrounding tall buildings—the Fifth Avenue skyline is east, the twin towers of the El Dorado and the San Remo are west. But in the heart of the Ramble the city has vanished; all reminders of civilization are obscured by trees.

An illusion begins to take over: You are in an enchanted woodland. Even the park furniture seems to belong. “Sit on us,” the dark green benches command. “Look at the birds, look at that flower. Stay awhile. Don’t hurry or you’ll miss something.” The black cast-iron lampposts no longer foreshadow the feared nightmares of Central Park in the dark. At nightfall their soft light will show owls and bats and gaudy moths attracted as if by moonlight.

We had entered a virtual maze of little paths, all unmarked, winding, twisting, taking us past ravines, waterfalls, rustic benches, scenic vistas. By then my notes had become as confusing as the Ramble itself, a jumble of bird names, people names, plant names, and samples of Sarah’s botany and ornithology sound bites: “parula, magnolia, Wilson’s—warblers, Ruth, George, Ira, Dave—Regulars, double-file viburnum has 2 rows of white flowers in May, Swainson’s thrush has buffy eye-ring, gray-cheeked thrush doesn’t, spice bush—smells good, sassafras has 3 kinds of leaves, grackles walk, crows hop.”

We reached the area birdwatchers call the Swampy Pin Oak (sticklers prefer to call it the Pin Oak swamp, for there is no such tree as a swampy pin oak). Within a little grove of trees growing in a moist sumpy spot, there is one significantly larger tree right in the center, the “swampy” pin oak. That day it was hopping with a variety of small birds while the wet ground below revealed others busily poking around in the mud. Watching the action from two ringside benches were a variety of birdwatchers as well: Alice and Ira, Max and Nellie, David Monk, Sheila and Lou, Mary Birchard, Chris and Marianne, Judy—some of them, I soon learned, were Regulars, others Seasonal Migrants, birdwatchers who show up regularly only during the migration seasons.

There I learned yet another secret from Sarah. The eggs of minute aphids hatch on the leaves of pin oaks in May and June, attracting a great variety of migrating songbirds. So head for the pin oaks if you want to score heavily during spring migration.

On our way to the Azalea Pond—our last destination, said Sarah—we came to a couple of thick holly trees just to the right of the path. M. M. Graff, author of Tree Trails in Central Park, disapproved of these particular trees, accusing them of being “a gloomy black-green at best and made even more funereal by a coating of city soot.” They looked shiny and handsome to me. I was even more taken with them when Sarah told me these were a favorite roosting place for owls. I kept returning to the spot over the next few weeks, hoping to find a roosting owl, until a kindly birdwatcher informed me that owls show up in Central Park only in the late fall and winter.

After turning right at the second holly tree, we found ourselves out of the deepest woods. Now the skyline of Central Park West was visible once again. Walking northward along the same path, we soon came to a grassy knoll where a small group of birdwatchers were standing in a classic pose: looking upward, watching something invisible to the naked eye. Their binoculars all pointed to the same spot in the same tangle of wisteria vines. Sarah did not ask, “What are you looking at?” as I might have done, but maintained birders’ etiquette, merely raising her own binoculars in the same direction. It took her hardly a minute to locate the bird—a “good bird,” she told me with some excitement. “A hooded warbler.” A good bird? All the other birds we had seen on our walk had been just as good, as far as I was concerned.

At the edge of that little clearing was a large, rectangular granite block. “Do you hear anything coming from that block?” Sarah asked me. At first I heard nothing but the sounds of birds all around and dogs barking in the distance. Then I did hear it—a faint buzzing sound. “We call that the Humming Tombstone,” Sarah said, and I immediately realized that the block did resemble a large cemetery monument. “Some birders use the sound as a hearing test. Every year they see how near they have to get before they hear the buzz.”

I stepped away until I couldn’t hear it, and noted the place. I still check every year to see if I hear the buzz at the same spot. So far so good.

It took me years to discover what makes the Humming Tombstone hum: a mechanism within that controls all the lights in the vicinity, turning them off in the morning and on at night. One year in the early spring I found myself at the Tombstone at sunrise. I thought I had gone deaf, for it was silent. A few moments later, at 6:00 a.m. sharp, it started to buzz.

After another few twists and turns of the path where we encountered, according to my notes, “common yellowthroat, ovenbird, three raccoon babies up a tree, Mo & Sylvia,” we crossed a small rustic bridge known as (surprise) the Rustic Bridge and I began to hear a crescendo of bird sounds. We were approaching the Azalea Pond feeding station.

The Azalea Pond is a small body of water fed by the Gill, one of the Ramble’s most picturesque features. This replica of a meandering stream is turned on and off by a hidden faucet. Though winter was long over, and official bird-feeding would not resume until cold weather set in, the place was still well stocked: birdseed was scattered all around, bits of bread, and some brownish lumps that looked like dry dog food. (They were.) Chunks of suet had been attached to nearby tree trunks. And birds were everywhere.

Sparrows, pigeons, cowbirds, and mourning doves were eating seeds on the bare ground in front of six scraggly bushes. These were the azaleas for which the place was named, a rather garish carmine variety called “hinode-giri,” which M. M. Graff called “an offense to the eye in almost any garden setting and a shrieking dissonance in this quiet spot.”

As I took in the scene, entranced, other birds flew in and out, mainly titmice and cardinals, grabbing bits of peanuts from a sardine tin attached to the trunk of an oak. Several woodpeckers were working the suet, squirrels were racing up and down the tree trunks, trying to get at the peanuts, while a man with a shock of white hair threw sticks at them and shouted, “Go away!” After the bucolic serenity of Willow Rock and the Swampy Pin Oak, the place seemed a madhouse of activity.

Birdwatchers were everywhere too. The Azalea Pond is one of their major gathering spots, and some we had met earlier were now sitting on the benches facing the feeders. “George, Joe Richner (keeps list of birdwatchers, not birds)—white-breasted nuthatch, red-bellied woodpecker goes Chork!” read my notes.

Sarah was on her way home, but I decided to stay just a few more minutes. “I’ll find my way out,” I assured her, knowing it wouldn’t be easy. Bill, the white-haired man who had been throwing sticks at the squirrels, was now throwing peanuts to a pair of cardinals. “Get this!” he was saying with each throw. The male was bolder and got more than the female. Joe Richner put my name on his People list. “I have four Marys and you’re the second Marie,” he informed me. A red-bellied woodpecker arrived and grabbed one of the cardinal’s peanuts. George and Ira were talking about vitamins. Before I knew it, an hour had gone by and I was still at the Azalea Pond. Hours pass like minutes there.

A spell must have come over me in that dark, mysterious wood, for I came back the next day and the next, and never stopped coming. I still get lost in the Ramble at times, and most of the Regulars admit that they do too.


SCENE THREE
From Fake to Real
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AS Central Park was being planned in the middle of the nineteenth century, neither Frederick Law Olmsted, its principal designer, nor Calvert Vaux, his architect partner, intended any part of it to be a real wilderness. Wilderness was not a romanticized ideal in that era. Too recently had citizens of the young Republic struggled to survive in the untrammeled wilds of the New World to regard it as anything other than an obstacle to life and happiness. Besides, with plenty of unspoiled woodlands, meadows, and marshes an easy carriage drive away, why bring the mess right into one’s front yard? Central Park was created as an improvement on the wild, a carefully fashioned landscape where city dwellers could come and enjoy the illusion of wilderness without any of its inconveniences or dangers.

A description of the Ramble written in 1878 gives an idea of the kind of stage-set wilderness the park provided in its infancy:


In sauntering through the Ramble one comes upon bits of open, sunny lawn where perchance a gorgeous peacock is grandly trailing his long tail feathers over the short, soft grass.… Strange notes are heard from the thicket; there are guinea fowl, white turkeys, pigeons and other varieties of feathered chatterers which make their home there … lively chipmunks spring about from tree to tree.… Little streamlets flow under bridges covered with hanging vines and tumble in tiny cascades downward toward the Lake. In the season the thickets are brilliant with rhododendron.



Today the rhododendrons are few and far between. Instead, Japanese knotweed, one of Vaux and Olmsted’s most ill-considered plantings, has taken over their carefully planned landscape. Yet this hardy, invasive non-native plant may be the only one to withstand the trampling of millions of visitors each year. The Arcadian bowers have been taken over by the homeless. The tame peacocks and guinea hens are long gone, their care and feeding no longer a part of the park’s budget.

All the while, other creatures have been infiltrating those man-made woods and manicured lawns—raccoons, wood-chucks, rabbits, frogs, turtles, butterflies, dragonflies, crickets, and birds—great numbers of birds. Gradually, through Nature’s mysterious alchemy, the former fake has begun to turn into the real thing.

Who knows how the raccoons and woodchucks made their way to Central Park. Maybe some of them were abandoned pets. Others may have traveled down from the suburbs, crossing city streets in the dead of night, wandering hither and yon until they found themselves in … Shangri-La! And the birds? As the real country shrank and disappeared, as wilderness became a rare commodity, Central Park grew ever more alluring—a green oasis in the concrete desert.

The park’s first official bird census, undertaken in 1886, listed 121 species. By 1996 the total had more than doubled—275 bird species on the list of Birds of Central Park published that year. Though the century has seen a northward expansion of certain bird species—tufted titmice, cardinals, mockingbirds, red-bellied woodpeckers were once birds that never appeared as far north as New York City—this cannot account for so great an increase. Habitat change in the park together with habitat loss in the environs has played a significant role.

The Ramble’s transformation did not occur by plan. Neglect created the unmown meadows that soon became sparrow heavens, the unpruned trees and dead snags offering prime real estate for woodpeckers and raccoons—neglect dictated by New York City’s ever-increasing budget constraints.

As the metamorphosis of fake to real progressed, word began to spread among bird lovers: Central Park was a great birdwatching area. Great? Yes. In a recent list for birders compiled by the bird expert Roger F. Pasquier, New York’s 843-acre enclave of green was designated one of America’s fourteen great birdwatching locales, together with Yosemite, the Everglades, Cape May, and other famed birders’ meccas.

To be sure, not everyone was enchanted by the transformation. What is wildness to some seems a mess to others. That great defender of Vaux and Olmsted’s vision, none other than the strongminded M. M. Graff, has agitated for years to restore the Ramble to its original design concept. In Tree Trails, she calls the Ramble “an eyesore, an overgrown weedy jungle with a few rotting trees to recall its intended character. Civilized people stay away; inevitably, the criminal element moves in.” Clearly Ms. Graff does not include birdwatchers among the ranks of the civilized, though the binocular band easily outnumbers the criminals in Central Park—at least on a fine day in May.

In the past Graff’s strictly horticultural attitude was shared by the Central Park Conservancy. In 1981 the Conservancy initiated a costly project in the Ramble intended to reclaim views of Bethesda Fountain and Belvedere Castle established in Vaux and Olmsted’s original design. Unfortunately this required the felling of dozens of healthy, mature, bird-friendly trees that had grown bigger, as trees do, in the course of a century. Among them were a seventy-year-old chestnut oak, a cherry tree that flowered in two different colors, a persimmon, a magnolia that had once housed a family of cardinals, some hawthorns, locusts, and many black cherries. The park’s bird lovers were appalled—they knew those trees personally! They protested effectively, capturing the attention of the news media and creating a public-relations nightmare for the Conservancy. The project was abandoned. Today, in a new ecology-minded era, the Conservancy’s interest in the woodlands as a wildlife habitat is second only to the birdwatchers’ own.

WHAT, IN FACT, accounts for Central Park’s exalted position in Roger Pasquier’s birdwatching pantheon? During the spring and fall migrations, when millions of songbirds take to the air, they need stopover places on the way for rest and refueling. Since most migrants travel at night, those that find themselves flying over Manhattan just before dawn don’t have much choice: They funnel into Central Park in huge numbers. (Other city parks get their fill of migrants as well.)

This concentration of a great variety of birds in a small geographic area, a migrant trap, as it is called, leads to exceptional birdwatching. At the height of a recent spring migration, some of the park’s best birdwatchers came up with a total of 124 species of birds in Central Park, the highest number of sightings in a single day up to then. The number may be higher by now.

During the spring or fall migrations, the wooded areas of the park are filled with birders as well as birds. Walking through the Ramble on a nice day in May or September, you might run into several members of the ornithology department at the American Museum of Natural History, for instance. They like to spend their lunch hours warbler-watching, a birdman’s holiday, you could call it.

This concentration of expert birders in a single bird-rich location leads to a phenomenon called the Patagonia Picnic Table Effect, named after a rest stop in Patagonia, Arizona, where a rare bird was once discovered. Much to the amazement of the birders who rushed to the spot, three other equally rare birds showed up at the same roadside rest area on the same day. Was this a bizarre coincidence? A better explanation has become part of birdwatching mythology. Since so many experts had congregated at a single spot to look at the first rarity, their sharp eyes and ears spotted other unusual birds lurking in the vicinity.

In Central Park, similarly, the presence of so many accomplished birdwatchers helps to uncover elusive creatures that might otherwise go undiscovered. A hard-to-locate bird like the Connecticut warbler, considered a rare species in other locales, is regularly found in Central Park.

And of course you will inevitably run into some of the Regulars. A friendly lot, they’re likely to take you in hand and steer you to where the action is. “There’s a nighthawk sleeping on a horizontal branch just a little ways from here,” they’ll tell you if you give them half a chance, and even lead you to the bird. Many other places have abundant bird populations. But few make their birds so accessible.

Yet the greatness of Central Park has another, deeper source: the very idea that wildlife can exist and even thrive in the middle of a city like New York. It seems remarkable that a pair of wood thrushes, a diminishing species in America, birds of deep woods and sylvan glades, would choose to build a nest and raise a family in Central Park’s Ramble, as they did a few years ago. On early May and June mornings and then just around dusk, the Ramble wood thrush gave regular concerts. And numbers of city people passing through stopped and listened to its penetrating, flutelike, heart-stoppingly beautiful song: Ee-oh-lee, ee-oh-loo-ee-lee, ee-lay-loo.

On June 22, 1853, before Central Park even existed on paper, Henry David Thoreau heard a wood thrush singing as he took his evening walk on Fair Haven Hill near Walden. He described the experience in his Journal:


All that is ripest and fairest in the wilderness is preserved and transmitted to us in the strain of the wood thrush. This is the only bird whose note affects me like music, affects the flow and tenor of my thought, my fancy and imagination. It lifts and exhilarates me. It is inspiring. It is a medicative draught to my soul.



Though the wood thrush in the Ramble sings its song in the heart of the city, its mysterious power to evoke deep woods and the wildness of nature is undiminished. As Thoreau explained it (Journal, August 30, 1856): “It is vain to dream of a wildness distant from ourselves. There is none such. It is the bog in our brain and bowel, the primitive vigor of Nature in us, that inspires that dream.”


SCENE FOUR
The Regulars

[image: ]
Just as the physical realities of Central Park—its plants, trees, lakes, streams, and the wildlife within—stand in sharp contrast to the man-made world around it, so the park’s little band of Regulars stand in relief to the culture of urban life.

The passage of time is different for the Regulars. The changing length of days, the arrivals and departures of birds, the flowering of plants, and the changing colors of leaves organize their time far more than the calendars and clocks and schedules of contemporary life.

The seasons do not begin for them on dates given in almanacs. Spring begins with the arrival of the woodcock in February, or at the moment the first phoebe begins hawking for insects at the Upper Lobe, or when the juncos start trilling and the fox sparrows whistling, well before the equinox. Winter begins when the witch hazel blooms, when rafts of ruddy ducks appear on the Reservoir, when flocks of white-throated sparrows arrive and the saw-whet and long-eared owls appear in the Shakespeare Garden hemlocks and the blue spruce at Cedar Hill. Butterflies and dragonflies, crickets, and katydids define summer.

The Regulars notice what others have long learned to ignore: the sights and sounds, smells, textures, and tastes of the world around them. Forget the self and its hungry needs. Pay attention to tiny details. One wing bar or two? Six petals or eight? Listen to that squirrel whining. It probably means there’s a hawk or an owl nearby. Notice the wind. In May if it’s from the southwest, a wave of songbirds may be arriving. Pay attention to tree cavities. There may be a bunch of raccoon babies poking their heads out, or a family of young downy woodpeckers clamoring to be fed.

In their human relations, too, the Regulars’ ways differ from the ways of the modern world. Neither job nor income nor family background confer a place in their hierarchy—nobody asks about these things. They don’t matter. Among the Regulars, each person’s skills and abilities count to secure the others’ respect and approval. Among these are skills in observing, identifying, asking the right kinds of questions, skills, even, in encouraging others who might possess any of these skills to practice them. Is faithfulness a skill, an ability, a tendency, a trait? Whatever it is, it is admired, perhaps above all. The regularness of the Regulars is the feature that binds them together most powerfully. It allows them to count on each other to be there, observing, noting, keeping track. The Bird Register is their communications center.

ANYONE CAN WRITE in the Bird Register, and over the course of time many do. New birders, old-timers, out-of-town birdwatchers, ornithologists from the Natural History museum, tourists who want to express their delight with the park—all write occasional entries in the Bird Book.

During the spring and fall migration seasons, precisely when a greater diversity of birds shows up in the park, a diversity of
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