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Praise for Under Their Wing


“If this were ‘just’ a book about birds and humans, it would be an ambitious undertaking. But Under Their Wing is more—much more—than that. Pete Dunne’s writing is unpretentious and relatable, but this slender volume is audacious, a manifesto for what it means to be human. Birds have played starring roles in art, religion, politics, history, and more; read Under Their Wing, and you’ll come away with a deeper appreciation for how those things are all intertwined in the richness of the human experience.”

—Ted Floyd, editor, Birding magazine

“Pete Dunne’s wisdom, wit, and storytelling shine through this inviting compendium entwined with urgent calls to care for our fraying planet. He skillfully renders cold facts—like three billion birds lost since 1970—into warm-blooded, feathered, and miraculous beings we care about—Wood Thrush. Bobolink. Bank Swallow. In the spirit of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, Dunne speaks for the birds and for our common future.”

—Marina Richie, author of Halcyon Journey and Feathered Forest

“Endowed with an encyclopedic knowledge of avian history melded with years of experience in field observation, Pete Dunne brings the relationships between birds and humans full circle. From early religions graced with a mystical fascination with birds, he moves smoothly on to our modern society that vacillates between causing their decline and saving species on the brink of extinction. The book educates us about the myriad ways birds influence our lives, and vice versa. With the turning of each page, a diversity of topics, species, organizations, and ornithologists are uncovered, giving us new awareness of birdlife previously taken for granted. Whether the reader is an experienced birder or a novice delving into this subject for the first time, Dunne weaves a captivating web that draws us into his world. An essential addition to the annals of bird literature.”

—Tina Morris, author of Return to the Sky

“Pete Dunne is a grandmaster of birding! His wisdom lights up this book. I absorbed all kinds of fascinating tidbits and found myself searching for collectible bird cards on eBay. Dunne’s observations about changing bird populations are especially eye-opening. All birders should be familiar with Pete Dunne’s writing as part of our literary canon—and this book is a worthy, timely addition to his oeuvre.”

—Noah Strycker, associate editor, Birding magazine; author of Birding Without Borders

“Pete Dunne is a giant in the birding world and one of my ornithological heroes. His plea to act on conservation before it is too late is irrefutable. Our relationship with birds is still unfolding. Without birds in our world, there is no world.”

—David Lindo, a.k.a. The Urban Birder; vice president, Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust
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PREFACE


There was a game we used to play back in grammar school, maybe they still do? It was the teacher’s safety valve for rainy-day lunches; the graphite rod that dampened pre-vacation energy levels. The game was called musical chairs. This is how it was played: The teacher would line up two rows of chairs, back to back. You and your fellow classmates would form a line circling the chairs. Next, the teacher would put a record on the phonograph and play a tune. We didn’t have CDs yet. Heck, we didn’t even have stereo, yet.

When the music played, we marched around the chairs. When the music stopped, everyone would scramble for a seat. There was a catch, of course, there weren’t enough chairs to go around, so after every musical set, some Dick or Jane or Sally was left standing. This meant having to leave the game. It was a lot of fun, musical chairs, until you had to leave the game. Then, standing, those remaining in the game would reform the line and the teacher would remove two or three more chairs, start the music again, and we’d march. The game went on until only one chair and one player remained. The natural world is a lot like this, a grand game of musical chairs with every species playing, each suited to a different chair, a different habitat that meets their needs. For centuries Ma Nature called the tune and the game went on and on with more chairs in play and fewer players forced to leave the game.

But now it is humans calling the tune, determining what chairs will remain and when the tune will be stopped. And just like musical chairs, there are now not enough chairs to go around. We keep removing them, a prairie grassland turned upside-down here; an equatorial rainforest felled and burned down there; a sun-bleached coral reef cooking over there; an ice cap melting way up there. After every musical set, more and more of the Earth’s denizens, our planetary playmates, are forced to leave the game; creatures as grand as polar bears and as innocuous as bush crickets and corals. Leaving the game takes on a bit of meaning when it means the genetic dowery of your species is diminished or that your tenure on planet Earth comes to an untimely end and there is one less thread in the web of living things that is our planetary safety net.

As cognizant beings, we can change our tune and keep more species in the game, but ours is a competitive and self-centered species. While the resources of our planet are finite, and we know this, we control the game and we play for keeps. The planet’s other denizens have no choice but to march to our tune, and year by year, decade by decade, we play against fewer ecological playmates and a growing urgency to stay one step ahead of the music.

If we choose to be more accommodating, our prize will be a planet filled with a rich array of playmates. And if we choose not to change our tune? If we play for keeps and without concern, then when the game is over and all other creatures have left the game, I wonder how we are going to feel about claiming our prize?

The last chair.

In an empty room.






INTRODUCTION


Birds and humans go back a long way—350,000 years by some estimates, and their association with our arboreal ancestors perhaps four million years before that. During this long association, birds have managed to integrate themselves into every facet of the human experience—from the dinner table to fashion to our everyday expressions. This book explores this dynamic from the tree where man was born to Neil Armstrong’s dramatic pronouncement that “the Eagle has landed.” But the story is hardly linear. It involves multiple human societies, incorporates an array of cultural facets and spans oceans, continents, and eons. Owing to this complexity, the story in your hands more closely resembles a mosaic than a narrative or, perhaps more accurately, a quilt whose binding themes, our enduring fascination with birds and their enriching influences, run like threads throughout human history. Indeed, human expression is replete with references. Were birds somehow excised from the human equation, we would hardly recognize ourselves.

The expression “to take under a wing” means to nurture and guide someone until such time as that individual no longer requires care. It is based upon the well-known proclivity for mother hens (and ducks and shorebirds) to shelter chicks from danger or inclement weather by enfolding them under the adult bird’s wing.








PART I
OUR COMPANIONS FROM THE BEGINNING




The truth of the matter is, the birds could very well live without us, but many—perhaps all—of us would find life incomplete, indeed almost intolerable, without birds.

—Roger Tory Peterson, Birds in Our Lives










CHAPTER 1
CLARION CALL



“You know,” said Roger Tory Peterson, in response to my assertion that North America’s bird population was faltering, “I saw the first Forster’s Terns return to New York Harbor back in the 1930s.” At the time of our conversation (sometime during the mid-1980s), I found the celebrated ornithologist’s observation obtuse, even naive. Unsettled by what I perceived to be a wholesale decline in bird numbers, I was talking about the sky falling, and Roger was responding with a history lesson about the recovery of a single bird species extirpated by the millinery trade. But Roger’s observation was apt, and it is only now, as I approach an age when I, too, can regard the world with the wisdom of compounded experience, that I appreciate Roger’s tempered wisdom.

The recent determination that North America’s bird population has seen a nearly three-billion-bird decline in the past fifty years came as a shock to many and should serve as a wake-up call to all (Rosenberg et al., Science, October 2019). The authors relied on multiple data sets to support radar data images monitoring spring bird migration from 143 NEXRAD radar sites (our unblinking eyes to the sky). Designed to track weather systems, the sites are equally adept at tracking massed numbers of migrating birds (most of which migrate at night). Their echoes show as green blobs on the radar screen.

But the report by Rosenberg et al. does not signal the end of the world. It serves only as a reminder that the natural world responds to human-made insults inflicted upon the environment and that birds are nature’s most obvious envoys. No, the sky is not falling; more nearly, the Earth is sinking beneath the weight of human hubris. Following the Science article and subsequent coverage in the New York Times, I was set upon by a barrage of reporters seeking a link between climate change and bird decline. What they did not expect was my assertion that climate change is merely the latest insult our species has perpetrated upon the natural world and perhaps not even the most calamitous. That remains to be seen.

The felling of the eastern deciduous forest that doomed the Passenger Pigeon and destroyed an entire ecosystem must have been catastrophic to forest-breeding birds. Indeed multiple species of birds ostensibly known to John James Audubon, including the Carbonated Warbler and Small-headed Flycatcher, may have disappeared. The upending of the prairie ecosystem in the 1800s drove many grassland bird species to the literal edge, but as depleted as they might have been, as far as we know, not a single species of prairie breeder was lost and many bird species now thrive in what is our agricultural heartland (most notably, the introduced and widely popular Ring-necked Pheasant). The natural world is resilient and adaptive; indeed, many bird species are flourishing in the hybrid habitat that is suburbia and a few species even thrive in our urban environments, a habitat designed exclusively for humans.

When I was a child, growing up in northern North Jersey, every May, hordes of migrating warblers were an everyday matter of fact, dancing among the branches of the flowering oaks surrounding our suburban home. But by the mid-1960s, warbler-filled canopies were a thing of the past, the numbers of migrants whittled down by compounding challenges; not the least of which was the DDT applied nightly to our neighborhood—typically, just after the Good Humor ice-cream truck made its rounds. Then, with Popsicles in hand, we would ride our bicycles in and out of the sweet-smelling cloud. The spray was “harmless,” we were told. Killed mosquitos. “A good thing.” I believed this canard right up to the morning I fed DDT-tainted worms to Chipper, the baby robin I was raising. Then I watched over the course of four hours as the bird convulsed its way to peace. It was my fault; I’d left the thinly covered worms on the front porch overnight, right in the path of the fogger’s killing cloud. I’m only glad I didn’t know, then, how horribly nerve gas kills its victims.

Four decades later, dismayed by a dismal bird-watching field trip I’d led to the New Jersey Highlands that found vast stretches of Canadian-zone forest bereft of resident breeders, I phoned US Fish and Wildlife Service senior biologist Chandler Robbins, the architect of the North American Breeding Bird Survey that was one of the supporting metrics used by the authors for their article in Science. Yes, Chan confirmed, breeding bird numbers were indeed declining. Then, the celebrated scientist invited me to accompany him as he surveyed his protosurvey route, the one that established the protocols for all breeding-bird surveyors across North America. A singular honor.

Holding as true to his original route as possible, in places we navigated industrial parks that once were Maryland farmland. It was an eye-opening experience, one that correlated well with the supposition that the greatest challenge confronting birds is habitat loss. Then, a month after that initial bird-deprived field trip to the Jersey Highlands that prompted my call to Chan, I returned to the same stretch of North Jersey woodlands and was rewarded by a chorus of breeding birds on territory. The extreme dearth I’d experienced earlier in the season was much the result of a particularly catastrophic spring migration that saw multiple cold fronts penetrating the Gulf of Mexico in April, precipitating rains and headwinds that sent uncountable numbers of weary trans-Gulf migrants to a watery end and left oil rigs in the Gulf of Mexico sheathed in survivors too exhausted to continue on to the mainland.

Second-year birds, first-time breeders, migrating several weeks later, enjoyed better weather, safer passage, and upon reaching northern forests were most certainly delighted to find so many prime breeding territories vacant. It was these second-year birds, the product of nature’s backup plan, that I encountered on my second survey. I am certainly not asserting that North America’s birds are not being challenged, or that the architects of the recent bird population estimates are not correct in their assessment of catastrophic decline. I am merely saying that the natural world is resilient and given half a chance nature will find a way. The onus is upon us to give her that chance.

The current decline in bird populations is much the result of half a century of attrition levied upon birds by our species. Since World War II, we have erected a lethal gauntlet of obstacles across migration routes—utility lines that seine birds out of the air, and plateglass windows that treacherously reflect the surrounding habitat and kill birds on impact or by slow degrees from brain hemorrhaging. Dr. Daniel Clem, an authority on bird strikes, estimates that 50 percent of bird strikes on plate glass result in fatality. On a single September morning in 2021, 226 dead birds were collected from the base of the new World Trade Center complex in Lower Manhattan. One building, one night, 226 dead birds, not including those captured by the building’s structure and, so, not accounted for among the bodies on the sidewalk. Another even more tragic event occurred October 10, 2023, when a thousand migrating songbirds collided with the glass-fronted, lakeside McCormick Place Convention Center in Chicago. But these disasters are merely the most dramatic examples of a slaughter that occurs nightly, every spring and fall all across North America. And bird collisions are not limited to urban centers and high-rise structures.

Back in the late 1970s, serving as director of the Cape May Bird Observatory in New Jersey, I received a call from a homeowner in North Cape May asserting that “Flying saucers are killing birds over my home. Are you interested?” Intrigued, I visited the caller at her property on a typical shady suburban street and was presented with a cardboard box of “evidence,” twenty or so migrating songbirds, including Ovenbirds, Veeries, Red-eyed Vireos, Northern Waterthrush, and several other warbler species—all collected from the street and lawn in front of the caller’s and her next door neighbor’s postage-stamp yards and, most significantly, directly beneath the east/west running utility lines flanking the street. The night before had been marked by a large (but by no means exceptional) movement of nocturnal migrants. So great was this movement that on that very morning, 20 miles due east, in Wildwood Crest, I had found two dead Red-eyed Vireos in front of our motel’s north-facing plateglass doors. Two dead birds on the east side of the 20-mile-wide peninsula, twenty birds on the west. The carnage along the length of the Cape May peninsula that single September night must have been astronomical. Of course Cape May, a celebrated migratory bottleneck, is not representative of all suburban environments across North America, but the 32-mile-long peninsula is nevertheless a major migratory corridor for many millions of northern breeding birds, a corridor now hemmed in by hundreds of miles of utility lines and barricaded with acres of plateglass windows. North Cape May also lies in the path of a migratory phenomenon known as “Morning Flight,” which finds southbound migrants reversing course, flying north at dawn, presumably in search of suitable habitat. So birds are killed coming and going. Morning Flight is not unique to Cape May. I witness it every August and September, 20 feet from the porch in our summer retreat flanking Penobscot Bay, Maine. Here, the birds find safer passage because our utility lines are buried and our Olympic-class picture window lies parallel to, not perpendicular to the path of the birds.

I don’t know how many birds met their demise that single night back in that late September of the 1970s in Cape May, but tens of thousands at the very least and when the additional attrition levied by roaming cats, speeding cars, and picture windows is figured in, my gut tells me 50,000 to 1.5 million songbirds may have died that night. Now multiply this carnage by fifty years of coastal development. Is it any wonder bird populations are faltering? I only wish, now, that I’d had the presence of mind to tell the homeowner that birds killed by flying saucers show a wider pattern of dispersal than birds killed by striking utility lines, whose pattern of destruction is distinctly linear. And before someone starts asserting that birds should be able to see and avoid utility lines in broad daylight: first, much of songbird migration is nocturnal. And second, I have actually seen migrating birds strike power lines in the open, in broad daylight, and fall dead to the ground, their necks broken.

But contrary to the North Cape May resident’s assertion, the problem with bird loss is not linked to extraterrestrial beings but to an indigenous species, our species, and to our manipulation of the planet to serve our ambitions. That is the bad news. But it is also the good news. If we are the problem, then we (humans) must necessarily be the solution. It was faltering bird populations that led to the conservation movement in early 1900s, and the specter of a spring bereft of bird song (in Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring) that spawned the environmental movement of the 1960s. Perhaps the silenced voices of three billion lost birds are crying out, once again, for a renewed mobilization of action and compassion to ensure that birds, our companions since the beginning, will always have a place in this world of our making.

And while Roger Peterson is no longer with us, Forster’s Terns continue to return to New York Harbor every spring, a testimony to the success of the conservation movement and the resilience of Ma Nature.







CHAPTER 2
BIRDS AND US



If there is a binding thread that runs through human history, it is our species’ enduring fascination with birds. So unlike us, these feathered creatures have, nevertheless, integrated themselves into our fables, literature, lore, and everyday expressions (including the title of this book). We’re the strangest of bedfellows (or nestmates)—birds and humans. Birds are descended from reptiles (dinosaurs, actually), humans from mammals (primates). Our last common ancestor walked the Earth some 310 to 330 million years ago. Yet, and still, with the exception of cats, who conned their way onto our laps with their percussive purring, and dogs, whose imploring eyes and eager tails won them a place at our sides, no other animal group has captivated us so completely as birds.

At first glance it would seem that birds and humans have little in common, but that pigeon cooing on your fire escape and you are more alike than you might think. First, we are both warm-blooded animals, with four-chambered hearts, and so, able to function in cold environments. We are also both vertebrate species, adept at biped locomotion. Our brains are similarly wired, able to work out complex problems, and some birds even fashion and use tools to extract food items from places beyond the reach of their bills. I’ve known duck hunters who police the spent shell casings around their duck blinds, allowing that a decoying American Black Duck will veer off at the sight of a spent shell bobbing in front of a blind.

The
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