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Foreword

In this book, you will encounter a collection of 181 birds, each with a story to tell—stories to intersect with your own journey with birds. I can recall a time when I was oblivious to birds—and also the time afterward, when the world of birds around me opened up as if by magic. It’s a common transformation. Many birdwatchers can recount how a “spark bird” led them to notice the next bird and the next (as well as other amazing wildlife), right outside their door and in all the many places where they have looked ever since.

Spark moments can occur unexpectedly, anywhere, any time. One colleague recalls being home sick from kindergarten when an American Redstart appeared outside his window. He identified it from a field guide and became mesmerized by all the beautiful species in the book, sparking a lifelong quest to see them. Another coworker remembers, as a child, scooping up a bird that had been struck by a car and looking into its eyes. “It was like holding a whole living world in my hands,” she said. The bird—a White-throated Sparrow—didn’t make it, but the experience awakened an interest that led to her career today: weaving birds into curricula for kids across the hemisphere.

My spark birds were pigeons that my dad and I rescued from a poultry truck in San Francisco’s Chinatown when I was eleven. We built a coop in our urban backyard, and I spent hours watching them raise their young while I dreamed of becoming a field biologist. My encounters with birds accumulated over decades, taking on richer layers over time. There was the Turkey Vulture my childhood friend pointed out as it soared over a highway; the Cliff Swallow I held after it had returned to Nebraska from a winter in Argentina during my first job as a field assistant; my first sighting of a Phainopepla, with its glossy black plumage and fiery red eye, perched atop a palo verde tree in the desert where I spent six years, studying this species and delighting in the sights and sounds of desert birds. I’ll never forget the liquid songs of Canyon Wrens echoing off rock cliffsides, a Common Nighthawk camouflaged on gravel, or a Costa’s Hummingbird flying daredevil arcs from sky to ground and back, its high-pitched whistle coming from a tiny blur too fast to be seen.

Wherever you are in your own journey with birds, I hope that this book—and the Wingspan outdoor game—will become part of your story. In these pages, you can encounter dazzling North American birds; then you can take your book outside and challenge yourself, your friends, and family, to find the birds pictured. There are about eight hundred breeding bird species in North America—if you keep looking and listening for birds, you’ll collect countless surprising and memorable moments.

The illustrations in Celebrating Birds, by Ana María Martínez and Natalia Rojas, come to you from Wingspan, the celebrated board game designed by Elizabeth Hargrave. The accompanying text is from the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, one of the sources Elizabeth used when creating the game. From the beginning, demand for Wingspan has outstripped the limited supply, new games selling out each time a shipment reaches the shelves. If that popularity is a sign not just of a rewarding game but also of a widespread and growing love of birds, it gives me hope for the future of our planet—despite what looks like an otherwise dismal trajectory.

In 2019, scientists at the Cornell Lab and six other institutions revealed that nearly three billion breeding birds have been lost from the United States and Canada since 1970. More than one in four birds has vanished in my lifetime. Just fifty years ago, we would have heard so many more birds singing. We would have seen more at our feeders, in our neighborhoods, and in the tapestry of landscapes across our hemisphere.

Anyone who has been touched by birds recognizes how impoverished our world would be without them. It’s not just their breathtaking beauty and diversity that we would miss. More ominously, when birds disappear in such massive numbers, it means that something is terribly wrong with our environment. Close to home and across the thousands of miles birds travel, they are encountering formidable and escalating hazards, which are taking a devastating toll.

Life is tough for a bird, even without humans adding to the perils they face. Consider the nest of a Bobolink hidden in the grass, vulnerable to snakes, crows, and other predators. A young Bobolink, if lucky enough to fledge, must find food, evade hawks, survive storms, and journey twelve thousand miles to South America and back before it is a year old.

Now add in the human perils and consider how vanishingly small the young bird’s chances seem. Songbirds, normally guided by stars as they migrate at night, are pulled toward the lights of cities, where lawns and asphalt offer little food or shelter. It’s estimated that, each year, up to a billion birds in this country and Canada are killed by window collisions, and more than 2.6 million are killed by cats.

If our Bobolink beats the tall odds to reach its winter home in Argentina or Bolivia, new threats await. Seen as a pest of rice crops, it may be shot, poisoned, or trapped and sold as a cage bird. If it survives the flight back to North America, it may mate and build a nest, only to see a mower come to harvest hay, destroying the eggs or young in its path.

Scientists say that one factor takes a bigger toll than any other: habitat destruction. With agricultural intensification and the loss of native grasslands, 720 million grassland birds—53 percent of these populations—have vanished from North America since 1970. Aerial insectivores—birds like swallows, nighthawks, and flycatchers—are down by 32 percent. Forests across the continent contain one billion fewer birds. Even Dark-eyed Juncos, common feeder birds, are down by 139 million.

There are glimmers of hope. Birds are resilient when given a chance. There are thirty-five million more waterfowl and fifteen million more raptors today than in 1970, thanks to conservation efforts that set aside and/or restored habitats and banned the harmful pesticide DDT.

We also have powerful new ways to help birds by transforming observations from thousands of birdwatchers into data needed for vital decision-making. Imagine a world where cell phones light up during peak migration, alerting cities to turn off lights and wind turbines to power down as birds pass through; where farmers get notifications to mow after Bobolinks and meadowlarks have fledged; or where nations decide together which hot spots to protect for migrating shorebirds, songbirds, or raptors. That future could come soon if birdwatchers like you keep contributing observations.

You can also be a voice to support policies that protect birds and habitats needed by wildlife and people. And you can bring birds back on a local level by creating a bird-friendly yard, keeping cats indoors, and making windows safer. See here to learn how you can join these and other efforts to help birds.

However you choose to engage with them, I wish you a lifetime of joy and inspiration with birds. I think back to my spark birds of years ago and all the miraculous moments since then, right up until yesterday, when I found a blue eggshell beneath a crabapple tree—a sign that there must be new life in a robin nest, even though it’s April and the leaves still haven’t unfurled here in the Northeast. The magic awaits. Keep looking.

—Miyoko Chu, Senior Director of Communications, Cornell Lab of Ornithology




Introduction

I have always loved games. My parents tolerated my love of Candyland, Sorry, and War, then taught me better games like hearts. High school brought epic battles of Egyptian rat screw and gin rummy. In college I played countless games of spades and Scrabble in the kitchen of my group house. In 2005, I discovered hobby board games like Carcassonne and Catan, and there was no looking back. Games gave my brain satisfying little puzzles to work on, whereas the problems I worked on in health policy analysis often felt endless and unsolvable. Games give us something to do while we’re doing the thing we really want, which is to be together.

Being outdoors is something else I have always done with friends and family, and birds have long been part of that. My mother taught me the cardinals and the chickadees that came to the feeder and the whip-poor-wills and bobwhites we heard calling as I fell asleep at night. Later, when we moved to Florida, I fell in love with the big waterbirds. The majestic Great Blue Herons and Sandhill Cranes, who seem too big even to fly. The ibis and Roseate Spoonbills, whose ridiculous beaks are wonders of evolution. Birds remind us that there are forces much larger than our tiny lives at work in the world.

But I was in my thirties before I really considered myself either a gamer or a birder. Eventually I developed a set of close friends with shared interests in both the outdoors and games. We’d go canoeing together one weekend and play 7 Wonders the next—connecting with each other and stretching our brains. In retrospect, the spark moment for Wingspan feels almost inevitable: someone in that crowd asked, “Why are there no board games about the things we actually care about?” We were playing games about building castles and spaceships, cutting down trees, and mining ore. I started thinking about how we could, instead, play economic games that model systems in nature.

The first draft of what would become Wingspan consisted of just some handwritten cards. I played by myself until something kind of worked. I played with friends, tweaked, and played some more. I found a community of other board-game designers spread out between Washington, DC, and Baltimore and playtested even more with them.

It was a years-long, iterative process. After more than a hundred tests, I felt I had something ready to pitch to a publisher. With Jamey Stegmaier, president of Stonemaier Games, I went on to spend another year or so developing the game further. He’d give me some feedback, then I’d go off and playtest, tweak, and send him a new version.

[image: image]
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Among our primary aims was to create a system that makes players feel like they’re not just building a set of pretty birds, but that their turns are becoming better and better over the course of the game. What started with some special powers on a few birds, like the Brown-headed Cowbird and the raptors, turned into actions vested in nearly every card. Upgrades to a player’s habitats, which used to require investments, became automatic as you played. I also grew the deck of cards from an initial fifty birds to the 170 that finally ended up in the game. Now, with expansion packs, there are even more.

It was amazing to see the illustrations come in from Natalia and Ana—even more so to see them collected and reproduced here, in much more detail than can fit on a playing card.

One of the great joys of Wingspan has been watching my two worlds collide: I have heard from gamers who are becoming birders, and from birders who have become gamers. Ironically, though Wingspan is a game about nature, it’s hard to play it in nature: the cards inevitably get blown around. So, for this book, we’ve come up with a game that can be played outside, even on the move—and with real live birds. Inspired by the structure and mechanics of Wingspan, this new outdoor game is simple and easy to learn. I wanted anyone to be able to play, not just those who know how to play the board game. I hope this outdoor game will further my goal of helping to bring the worlds of birders and gamers together. Enjoy!

—Elizabeth Hargrave, Game Designer of Wingspan




Artists’ Note

Our friendship, and the beginning of our Wingspan flight, began in the very beautiful city of Medellín, Colombia. We were both in high school; we bonded over a love of art and music and shared a good sense of humor. After we graduated, we maintained our friendship as best we could and promised each other always to remain in touch.

Our lives took us in very different directions at first: for Natalia, motherhood in the United States, and for Ana, art school and teaching in Colombia. We fell in and out of touch but always checked in with each other as we traveled our separate paths. Art was often the reason we reconnected over the years. Ana started Nature Canvas, a company that specialized in nature and animal drawings, and enlisted Natalia to help expand it into the United States. We loved working on illustrations together and grew as artists and friends.

A chance meeting in 2017, at a park in St. Louis, Missouri, would change both our lives and reunite us for good. While Natalia’s two daughters played in the park, she began chatting with another parent, Alan Stone. Alan turned out to be the cofounder of Stonemaier Games. They started talking about art canvases, and Alan suggested that they might work together on a new board game about birds called Wingspan. He then connected us with Jamey Stegmaier, the president and cofounder of Stonemaier.

Jamey wanted to test our skills in digital illustration, so he asked us to draw the Marsh Wren. The exercise allowed us to demonstrate our abilities in scientific drawing, digital imaging, drawing and processing, editing, sizing and resolution, reformatting for export, and more.

In September of 2017, we received and accepted an offer from Jamey to work on Wingspan. At first, the project was to draw 160 birds. It seemed like a dream come true. We probably didn’t realize the challenges and hard work that lay ahead, but we were both so excited about Wingspan and especially about the chance to work together.

Elizabeth Hargrave, the game designer of Wingspan helped us plan the drawings by providing the scientific and common name of each bird, plus a short description. Natalia conducted a thorough search for the best American bird photographers and sought permission to reference their images in executing our drawings.

With all the tools and information we needed to get started, we set out on this marvelous flight. We felt like Andean Condors—Wingspan depicts the California species, but these giant raptors inhabit South America as well—soaring, diving, circling, and reaching new heights in an immense and limitless sky. Life’s many responsibilities sometimes impeded our flight: Natalia was the mom of two small daughters, and Ana was busy finishing her thesis. The project took a lot of time, juggling, and sacrifice, but we were both committed to making the art for Wingspan the best it could be. We wanted players of the game to see our beautiful drawings and be inspired to learn more about nature and birds.

In December of 2017, we reunited in Colombia to work on the drawings. Our work space quickly became a lab for trial and error. As we collaborated, we learned so much from each other at a technical level. Christmastime in Colombia is very festive, and we had to forgo many invitations from friends and family for dinners, parties, and dancing. But we were happy to settle for empanadas in the park so we could focus on work.

It took us six months to complete the 170 birds in the base game (we were originally assigned 160, but the number gradually grew during that time). Some birds took eight hours, others thirty-six. We used colored pencils on Bristol 270 g cardboard. For some drawings, we used a scalpel to remove color and generate light in specific areas.

Not every bird was drawn from a single photograph. As Elizabeth explained, the game required that certain characteristics of each bird be included in the illustration; to achieve this, we had to fuse elements from several photographs. In this way, we were able to draw the Ferruginous Hawk, Red-shouldered Hawk, Purple Gallinule, Peregrine Falcon, and American Woodcock, among others. Achieving iridescence was also difficult. We tried metallic colors and markers but failed. After many tries, we found that it worked best to focus on managing light and shadow. We used these techniques for the Northern Shoveler, Wood Duck, Tree Swallow, Purple Martin, and others.

That December, we had no idea of the success that Wingspan would have. We were just happy to be working together on something we were passionate about. Our understanding of what an incredible opportunity this project was for us changed radically when the game went on sale a year later, at the end of 2018. The Wingspan “boom” started in 2019, its popularity soaring on social media as fans of table games, and even nonfans, grew to love Wingspan.

Our names began to circulate in reviews and articles. We were featured in Smithsonian magazine, the New York Times, and BirdWatching, and were interviewed for the websites GreenHookGames, Girls’ Game Shelf, Board Game Atlas, and Mepublice, and for St. Louis Public Radio. Some local Colombian media outlets covered our story. Additionally, Jamey asked us to create ten more bird illustrations for the swift promo pack for easy learning how to play the game. The Audubon Center at Riverlands, in Missouri, held an exhibition of a hundred of our illustrations, which opened in November 2019 and ran for more than two months. In 2019, Wingspan received the German Kennerspiel des Jahres award as the best board game of the year. We are so proud and joyful to have contributed to the success of the game and the team.

Wingspan deeply transformed our lives. Not only did we grow as professional artists, but our work has reached an international audience. Most important, our appreciation and love for birds as living beings reached new heights. Birds are now such a beautiful and important part of our daily lives. Natalia has built a series of feeders, and she and her daughters photograph and identify the birds that fly into their garden. Ana has taken up professional photography to better identify and study the birds she draws.

When HarperCollins contacted us about publishing a book inspired by Wingspan and featuring our art, we felt that we’d acheived more than everything we had ever dreamed of. If someone had told those two high-school girls in Medellín what they would be today—professional artists and now authors—they would have been very proud.

We hope that Celebrating Birds will help you engage with the natural world and that you enjoy these birds as much as we enjoyed creating them. To the people who have made this project possible: thank you. We can’t wait to see where this incredible flight continues to take us.

—Natalia Rojas and Ana María Martínez

Translated from Spanish by Professor Joseph Schraibman, Washington University in St. Louis
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llustration by Natalia and Ana María




An Outdoor Activity

Inspired by

Wingspan

Take your book out into nature with your friends or family and spot birds to get points!

Rules








	Get points by IDing birds in nature, and earn extra points based on their habitat, food, and nests that you spot.


	A different bird must be identified for each of the 9 categories.


	Earn more points by progressing left to right in each of the 3 rows.


	The first person to reach 10 points wins.
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No. 1

Black-bellied Whistling-Duck

Dendrocygna autumnalis

ORDER

ANSERIFORMES

FAMILY

ANATIDAE / DUCKS, GEESE & WATERFOWL
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The Black-bellied Whistling-Duck is a boisterous duck with a brilliant pink bill and an unusual, long-legged silhouette. Common south of the United States, the Black-bellied Whistling-Duck occurs in several southern states, and its range is expanding northward. In places like Texas and Louisiana, watch for noisy flocks of these gaudy ducks dropping into fields to forage on seeds or loafing on golf course ponds. Listen for them, too—these ducks really do have a whistle for their call.

Cool FACT

The whistling-ducks were formerly known as tree ducks, but only a few, such as the Black-bellied Whistling-Duck, actually perch or nest in trees.




No. 2

Brant

Branta bernicla

ORDER

ANSERIFORMES

FAMILY

ANATIDAE / DUCKS, GEESE & WATERFOWL
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The Brant is an abundant small goose of the ocean shores, especially in sheltered areas such as bays, lagoons, and inlets, where there is an abundance of aquatic vegetation, their main food. It breeds in the high Arctic tundra and winters along both coasts. Brant found along the Atlantic have light gray bellies, while those of the Pacific coast have black bellies; this population was once considered a separate species.

Wintering locations are usually characterized by an abundance of native intertidal plants used as forage, particularly the seagrass, Zostera; no other species of goose relies so heavily on a single plant species during the nonbreeding season.

Cool FACT

The oldest recorded Brant, a female, was more than twenty-seven years and six months old. She had been banded in Alaska and was found in Washington.




No. 3

Canada Goose

Branta canadensis

ORDER

ANSERIFORMES

FAMILY

ANATIDAE / DUCKS, GEESE & WATERFOWL
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The big, black-necked Canada Goose with its signature white chinstrap mark is a familiar and widespread bird of a broad range of habitats in temperate to low-arctic regions, including flat tundra, boreal forest, prairies and parklands, high mountain meadows, marshes, bogs, meadows, croplands, golf courses, and athletic fields. Thousands of “honkers” migrate north and south each year, filling the sky with long V formations. But as lawns, golf courses, and playing fields have proliferated, more and more of these grassland-adapted birds are staying put year-round in urban and suburban areas, where some people regard them as pests.

At least eleven subspecies of Canada Goose have been recognized, though only a couple are distinctive. In general, the geese get smaller as you move northward and darker as you go westward. The four smallest forms are now considered a different species: the Cackling Goose.

Cool FACT

In a pattern that biologists call assortative mating, Canada Geese of both sexes tend to choose mates of a size similar to their own.




No. 4

Trumpeter Swan

Cygnus buccinator

ORDER

ANSERIFORMES

FAMILY

ANATIDAE / DUCKS, GEESE & WATERFOWL
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Trumpeter Swans demand superlatives: they’re our biggest native waterfowl, attaining six feet in length and weighing more than twenty-five pounds—almost twice the average weight of a Tundra Swan. It is North America’s heaviest flying bird. To get that much mass airborne, the swans need at least a 328-foot “runway” of open water: running hard across the surface, they almost sound like galloping horses as they generate speed for takeoff.

Despite its size, this once-endangered, now recovering species is as elegant as any other swan, with a graceful neck and snowy white plumage. These swans breed on wetlands in remote Alaska, Canada, and the northwestern United States and winter on ice-free coastal and inland waters.

Cool FACT

Trumpeter Swans take an unusual approach to incubation: they warm the eggs by covering them with their webbed feet.
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