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Foreword

by David Allen Sibley

When I was seven years old, on a bright and sunny spring day in southern California, a dozen or so male Yellow-headed Blackbirds were lined up along a wire, bold yellow and deep black against a bright blue sky. I tell people this is my earliest bird memory, but more precisely I should say it’s my earliest “birding” memory, because I was already fascinated by birds. The spectacle of those Yellow-headed Blackbirds prompted my older brother to start keeping a “life list” (a tally of all the species of birds he saw), and weeks later that prompted me to start keeping a life list, too, and that transformed my interest in birds into a quest with a sense of purpose and even urgency. I never slowed down.

Like most kids, I enjoyed drawing and I laid down enough “pencil miles” (a fun phrase I just learned in this book) to develop some skills at a young age. So by the time my own bird obsession started to take hold, drawing was a natural part of that. I consider drawing mostly a brain exercise. The hand that controls the pencil to make lines on paper is a small part of the whole process. You can learn how to draw, and then drawing anything becomes easier, but drawing is really a different way of seeing, converting something from three dimensions in the real world to lines on a two-dimensional sheet of paper.

Drawing something, like birds, actually depends more on your knowledge of the subject than on your drawing ability. And it is a deep and intangible sort of knowledge. Imagine your very wise birding mentor saying, “Yes, it is black with a yellow head . . . but do you really know what that bird looks like?” Drawing requires you to absorb details and then to combine them into a simplified and unified whole. Watching birds for countless hours is the way to get to know them, and drawing is the test to demonstrate that knowledge. The drawing is, in a way, like discovering the birds anew, as they appear on your paper. It usually means testing lines and shapes, erasing, adding a curve, sharpening or softening an edge, working to find the details that re-create the essence of the bird in a drawing. And when that happens it feels like a small kernel of truth has been revealed.

I was lucky to be a bird-obsessed kid with an ornithologist for a father (which might not be purely a coincidence, of course). He was able to provide guidance, resources, and opportunities that are not available to most seven-year-olds, and I absorbed it all in the sponge-like way that kids do. My peers in birding were mainly adults, and by the time I was ten or eleven those adults were starting to ask me questions about birds—which is hugely empowering for a kid.

Birds made sense to me, a lot more sense than the tangled and ephemeral web of middle school alliances. So I just watched more birds. Even at that age, it was clear to me that everything about birds follows patterns. Every new detail that I learned could be tucked into some part of my growing network of knowledge, where it connected with other facts and created new patterns to build on. The patterns in birds are sort of blurry and sloppy, though, so birds manage to be predictable and surprising at the same time. Great Horned Owls have their habitual routines and favorite perches, so you can predict the best place and time to see one, but still, you will see a Great Horned Owl only on a small percentage of your visits. You can get to know the habits of Bewick’s Wrens over many years, and then see one doing something completely different, like bathing in water. Hermit Warblers follow a broad pattern of migrating through the Coast Ranges of California at about the same time every spring and fall, but to actually see one in your own backyard during those periods is rare and unpredictable, and feels like a gift.

Like eclipses and comets, these rare bird events might come around only at very long intervals. Unlike astronomical events, however, the behavior of birds cannot be described by an equation. They appear where they choose to appear and do whatever makes sense to them at the time.

BIRDWATCHING IS much more popular now than when I was a kid, and birding’s popularity surged even more during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020. Many things have contributed to this rise. I think one of the biggest reasons for the decades-long increase in interest is a fundamental need to feel connected to the natural world.

In the last few generations our daily lives have become more isolated from natural rhythms. Climate-controlled buildings and electric lights allow us to keep the same schedule regardless of weather, seasons, or the time of sunrise and sunset. Refrigeration and other technology make almost any kind of food available at any time.

Only a few generations ago all of our ancestors were more connected to nature. They lived in houses, on farms, or in towns, not in wilderness, but life still moved to natural rhythms. Food was local and seasonal, and activities were planned around the daily cycle of the sun and the annual cycle of seasons. It was useful for them to know the birds by sight and by sound. The arrivals and departures of different species of birds were like a perpetual calendar, marking important dates in the changing seasons. Some birds were food, some were competitors (eating crops), some were helpers (eating pests that could destroy crops). In a way, everyone was a birdwatcher, as humans had been for tens of thousands of years.

The ability to recognize and remember patterns—one event or fact being associated with another—is a basic survival adaptation. Our brains have evolved to be very good at it, but it is a fundamental ability common to all animals. It’s what allows a pet goldfish to anticipate when food is about to be dropped into its bowl. It allows birds to recognize that some people are dangerous, but they get fresh food when Amy Tan walks onto the deck. It allowed humans a thousand years ago to associate certain bird songs with the best time to plant crops. It allows birders today to identify birds, and to anticipate where and when each species can be found.

There are patterns everywhere, of course—for example, in regional styles of cooking or in the kinds of ads we see online—but I believe that we have a special aﬃnity for the patterns of nature. The birds themselves provide an endless fascination of patterns—colors, shapes, sounds, movements, migration, nesting cycles, et cetera. Even more important, learning about birds opens a door to the entire natural world.

In the same way that having a friend in a distant city heightens our awareness of things that happen there, getting to know birds adds meaning and context to everything that is affecting their lives. We notice rain, wind, insects, frogs. We become attuned to plant communities—the countless variations of “woods” and “fields” and “mudflats,” each preferred by different species of birds. We think about dinosaurs (the ancestors of birds), ice ages, ocean currents, continental drift, and evolution. We think about geography; even in a California backyard like Amy Tan’s, it is possible to see birds that spend part of their year as far away as Alaska and Argentina.

Birdwatching is ostensibly about finding and identifying different species, and there is great satisfaction in learning the birds and how they fit together with one another and with their environment. But I think there is more. I think the most basic reason we enjoy birdwatching (and the same reason we enjoy other outdoor hobbies like gardening and fishing) is that it directs our attention outside, where we see the sunrise, feel cool mist or hot sun, watch an approaching storm, get bitten by mosquitoes, taste wild blackberries, and so on. It fulfills a deep and instinctive urge to plug into the rhythms of what is happening around us. It makes us part of something larger and gives us a sense of our place on earth.

ON THE SURFACE, this book is a nature journal; a collection of delightfully quirky, thoughtful, and personal observations of birds in sketches and words. Writing, like drawing, works best when it simplifies the complex, using just the essential words and phrases to show us the outline of a scene and convey an idea or a feeling, and Amy Tan, of course, is a master of that art. The drawings and essays in this book do a lot more than just describe the birds. They carry a sense of discovery through observation and drawing, suggest the layers of patterns in the natural world, and emphasize a deep personal connection between the watcher and the watched.

The birds that inhabit Amy Tan’s backyard seem a lot like the characters in her novels. I can imagine this book being the notes for a new story with the cast of characters including the nonconformist Hermit Thrush, the comical towhee, the tiny but fearless hummingbird. Their lives intersect, diverge, collide. Some stay on the same few acres for their whole lives, raising families and enduring through changing seasons, floods, droughts, and predators. Others travel halfway across the globe to get there, trading the lean season for a daunting migration, with stories of loss and triumph, and a fierce and elegant determination to survive. It is a sweeping epic that spans generations and continents, and birds bring it to your backyard.

Identifying birds is just the beginning of birdwatching. Your wise mentor would say, “Yes, that is the name, but you must know the bird.” Once you learn the names of the characters and start to appreciate their individual abilities and foibles, you realize that an infinitely expanding drama is unfolding in front of you. This book is really about getting to know the birds, learning their stories, and gaining a new appreciation of the world through that connection. As Amy writes in one entry: “Thanks to the birds, I have never felt cooped up staying at home. So much remains new, so much can be discovered . . . when watching birds, I feel free.”




Preface

These pages are a record of my obsession with birds. My use of the word obsession is not hyperbole. The Backyard Bird Chronicles contains excerpts from hundreds of pages gleaned from nine personal journals filled with sketches and handwritten notes of naive observations of birds in my backyard. I humorously titled the journals The Backyard Bird Chronicles, which delivers “breaking news,” “new offerings,” and “scientific discoveries.” It began with simple observations of what the birds were doing in the backyard—eating, drinking, bathing, singing—in other words, what I thought were ordinary behaviors. My perception of those behaviors changed as I continued to watch day after day, year after year, most of the time as I was sitting at the dining table overlooking the patio, where I wrote my new novel, or tried to without leaping up whenever I saw a bird doing something I had never seen before, which was often.

The Chronicles is also a record of my growth as an artist. My love of drawing began when I was three, and by age seven, I secretly wanted to be an artist, although my career as neurosurgeon had already been predetermined by my parents when I was six. For many reasons, I gave up drawing, but my love of art continued through visits to museums, and occasionally I amused myself by drawing cartoons, among them the adventures of two male cockroaches who become deadbeat dads to millions of offspring. Early nature journaling at its best.

The Chronicles is also a record of my mindset as the “unreliable narrator” on behalf of my backyard birds. That is a term used in fiction writing to describe first-person narrators who are deceptive, unbalanced, or, in more benign cases, lacking in knowledge. The latter is me. When I started the Chronicles, I could recognize only three birds in my yard. What I did not lack was intense curiosity, and I have had that in abundance since childhood. That is also when my love of nature began. It was my refuge from family chaos.

BETWEEN THE AGES of eight and eleven, I lived in a suburban tract home a half block from a creek. In memory, the creek bank was steep and the water was barely more than a trickle that fed shallow ponds and temporary puddles. In that creek, I caught garter snakes. I grabbed lizards and sometimes was left with only their wagging tails in my hands. I watched the swarm of life in a splash of water the size of a cake pan, blobs that became polliwogs, or sometimes dead ones when the puddles dried up. I poked frogs to make them jump, ladybugs to make them fly, and pill bugs to make them roll into balls. I put a fuzzy caterpillar into a jar so I could watch it spin a cocoon and turn into a butterfly. I saw dismembered parts of animals and those covered in maggots, and I did not look away or cry.

Farther away from home, I sneaked into a cow pasture with squishy manure, fields that changed over the seasons, from fallow to a child’s forest of corn stalks. I slid and tumbled down hillsides of dry grass in a cardboard box and bruised myself on jutting boulders. I sliced my calf squeezing between barbed wire on a fence with a No Trespassing sign that warned of prison. I climbed into the crook of a dead apple tree and when I slipped down out of control, a rusty nail gouged my knee deep into flesh. I never cried, and I still have that one-inch-diameter scar on the side of my knee, which I have unconsciously rubbed so often over the years I have made threadbare spots on many of my pants. The scar remains a badge of bravery and disobedience, a memento of my childhood when I made discoveries on my own, ones so exciting they overrode caution.

In that creek, I looked down, not up. That may be one reason I did not notice birds, except for big crows, which inspired no fondness. They looked like the murderous black birds in Hitchcock’s film The Birds, filmed about twenty miles from where we lived. We kids were convinced that any black bird we saw was from the film. I vaguely recall that one attacked me. But that’s likely a memory from imagination.

What remains of those three years are not just recollections of creatures I touched but the way I discovered strange wonders by crawling over shrubs, pushing aside brambles, crouching or lying on my stomach, slipping down creek banks, wading in water, and getting scratched up, banged up, or torn up. I sometimes do the same when looking for birds in the wild, all but trespassing. I ask for permission. Exploring that creek gave me joy similar to reading and drawing in the solitude of my room. It was pleasure without criticism, without the expectation it had to serve a future productive purpose. It was a refuge from the overwhelming craziness of a mother who often threatened to kill herself. I once ran away from home to go live in that creek, which became a brief stay when my mother offered me a tuna fish sandwich for lunch. Those three years in childhood ingrained not just my love of nature but my need for it.

In our college years, my husband, Lou, and I went backpacking in the backcountry of Yosemite, the only vacation we could afford. We followed stacked rocks that marked the trail, camped by lakes and rivers, and saw many coyotes, deer, raccoons, golden-mantled squirrels, the occasional marmot, and many bears, six of them on my first backpack trip, who approached us at dusk. I caught a five-foot-long bull snake on one trip and took it home, which, in retrospect, was a bad thing to do. I found tarantulas and let them crawl up my arm, laughing as my companions ran off screaming. That’s the kind of nature lover I am. Strange to say, in all my years of hiking and backpacking, I recall seeing only jays, crows, and turkey vultures who circled in the sky over dead animals. Nowadays, almost all our vacations are chosen to view wildlife—in the Galápagos, Botswana, Raja Ampat—or to examine life long extinct, like the dinosaur bones found at a dig in the Montana Hi-Line. This is to say that when I started nature journaling I was no city slicker who could not tell a Jeffrey Pine from a Christmas tree, poison oak from a hollyberry wreath. I loved being in nature. But before 2016, my explorations of nature did not include birds, and that now astonishes me. It did not include drawing them. It did not include watching them in my backyard.

I WAS SIXTY-FOUR when I took drawing classes for the first time, followed by nature journaling field trips, both led by John Muir Laws, “Jack,” a well-known and beloved naturalist, artist, author, scientist, conservationist, and educator. I already had some of his guidebooks on birds, animals, and plants. After attending the first class, I bought his other books, The Laws Guide to Nature Drawing and Journaling and The Laws Guide to Drawing Birds. The classes were not strictly about drawing. If anything, they had just as much to do with being curious, allowing us to return to childhood wonderment, when everything was seen as new. That was the focus for beginning our drawings. To wonder in depth, to notice, to question. Among the many things I learned from Jack, and probably the most important to me, is this: “As you look at the bird, try to feel the life within it.” For me that meant “Be the bird.” That came naturally to me as a fiction writer. To feel the life of the story, I always imagine I am the character I am creating.

Through Jack’s classes and daily practice, I honed those skills to be utilitarian and specific, to be better able to represent the behavior of wild birds. That remains my focus. I still have much I want to learn how to do, like backgrounds as context and flying birds at takeoff and landing. Because I was still in a learning phase when I started The Backyard Bird Chronicles, the early pages show a general negligence about accuracy. Most of the sketches were done quickly, but had I known the journal would be published, I would have spent more time getting it right. Then again, I might have been paralyzed worrying that the drawings were all laughably flawed and would have devoted the rest of my life trying to make them perfect. As is, the feather structure I’ve drawn for a number of birds would have kept real ones land bound. From my not estimating the size of birds to the size of the page, tails and wings run off the edges or into the gutters. Jack provided classes on ways we might organize information, including placement of sketches, questions, our observations, and the date, time, and temperature. I remained disorganized. My pages might include the rough outlines of an animal, or a more detailed representation of one. The observations were captured in rambling notes with words squeezed at the edges of the page. The notes are written in slanted print or sometimes in near-illegible handwriting. There are misspellings, missing words, and wine or coffee stains. I now notice that a surprising number of my pages resemble comic strips. I gave the birds big cartoon eyes and bestowed them with the ability to make astute and humorous commentary on the situation at hand.

On field trips, we applied those lessons by sketching en plein air (fancy artist term for “outside, usually in a pretty place”). At lunch, we put our sketchbooks on a picnic table and shared what we had observed and drawn. I admit I suffered embarrassment the first time, when I saw that most people’s pages were more interesting and better executed. That’s because I tried to do a realistic rendition of one creature. I no longer remember what it was, only that it did not turn out well and was not about curiosity and wonderment. I did not add my sketchbook to the show-and-tell. We also posted our journal pages on the Facebook page for the Nature Journal Club, which Jack started. That required me to set aside perfection syndrome, which had plagued me all my life, especially as a writer. I posted my sketches, no matter how bad I thought they were. However, I did allow myself one accommodation to avoid self-consciousness. I took a pseudonym.

On the second field trip, I met a teenage girl, who had recently turned thirteen. She was accompanied by her mother. We were standing next to a wide body of water in the Consumnes River Preserve twenty miles south of Sacramento. Before us were waterfowl and wading birds. Sandhill cranes flew overhead, three thousand of them on their way to a nearby marsh field, outside of the town of Grove. Her journal pages were dense with fast watercolor sketches and question marks. Why, how, what. She asked some of her questions out loud to Jack or her mother. “I wonder why . . . ,” she would begin. A child with endless unanswerable questions would be a challenge to be around—a nightmare, actually. I moved away. On the third field trip, I was with about twenty-five people following Jack through a fern grove. The annoying girl with the endless questions was in front of me, and every thirty or forty feet, she stopped to examine whatever caught her eye. She turned over a fern frond and pointed to rows of golden brown dots. “Sporangia spores,” she said to her mother. “Fertile.” I looked. So that’s what those things on the back of ferns were, thousands of spores. She saw a manroot plant and traced it ten feet to where it started and ended. She saw birds in the distance. Common Yellowthroat. Red-tailed Hawk, Ruby-crowned Kinglet. I couldn’t find them. I blamed the floaters in my eyes. She cocked her ear toward a tree and listened. “Hermit Thrush. I love their song.” Her curiosity and exuberance over so many things brought me back to that time in my childhood when I crouched and touched plants and animals, when I turned things over to see what was underneath, when I happily spent hours lost in curiosity and exploration, and was never satiated. I may not have asked endless questions aloud, but as a kid in nature, I wondered about everything.

On later field trips, I stalked her. I would stand close to her, and like a student cheating on an exam, my eyes darted over to see what she was sketching and writing. I asked her questions about the birds we saw, and she answered and also pointed out curious behaviors. That formerly annoying teenage girl is Fiona Gillogly, and her mother is Beth. Over the last six years, Fiona has been my nature journal mentor. Her name appears often in this journal. We see wildlife together and ask questions. In fact, in a few days we are going hunting for pellets—the indigestible parts of prey regurgitated by our resident Great Horned Owl. We’ll dissect the pellets to examine the bones, teeth, vertebrae, and fur that are clues to what the owl feasted on. Fiona and I examine any dead animal we find and look for clues on how it died, which we then note in our forensic pages. We show each other what we’ve seen or found, and our questions spiral out. She embodies what Jack describes as “intentional curiosity,” what leads us to deep observation and wonderment. Questions that beget more questions are the fertile spores that can lead you deeper into the forest.

From the beginning, I practiced drawing every day, putting in what Jack calls “pencil miles.” Sometimes they were just shapes of heads or different neck lengths. I deliberately bought cheap sketchbooks so that I could draw freely, make mistakes, start over on the same page, without feeling I had wasted good paper. Unfortunately, the cheap paper in my sketchbooks was unfriendly to watercolors. Those pages buckled and formed murky pools or disintegrated. That’s why there are almost no drawings done in watercolor. But the sketchbooks were fine for pencil, and that became the medium I found most satisfying, soft graphite, which skates over the page in a wonderfully sensual way and leaves smudgy fingerprints, evidence that I was absorbed in thoughts about nature. The messiest and most illegible are not among the pages here.

Early on, Jack advised we limit our supplies to get started, and to not overload ourselves with things we might never use. I should have at least tempered myself. I bought mechanical pencils in two gradations, .54B and .72B, ones that produced dark lines. I later added .3 HB and .9 HB. I then bought watercolors, gouache, ink pens that did not bleed, special kinds of erasers, blending sticks, pencil sharpeners, an embossing stylus, all kinds of pencil boxes, organizer kits, a crossbody bag, a spotting scope, a portable stool for drawing in the field, and my first decent pair of binoculars for $300, which, I have since discovered, would be considered low-end in cost by serious birders who spend thousands. They’re good enough for this backyard birder. I tried colored pencils. They worked on cheap paper. I added fifteen Derwent waxy colored pencils in hues of nature, then twenty-four Prismacolors, thirty-six Verithins, forty-eight Polychromos, seventy-six Caran d’Ache Luminance, and a box of expensive pan pastels, which I ultimately decided were too messy to use. I also bought better sketchbooks, but they weren’t better for the kind of drawings I did. I bought two antique tansu cabinets (at amazingly low prices) to hold the supplies that overflowed the cubbies, drawers, and shelves of my oﬃce. My husband and close friends know I am obsessive this way. (Twenty-three years ago, my love for my dogs led to my co-owning a show dog that became the number one Yorkshire terrier in the country and won breed at Westminster.) I know I will never use all those art supplies. But I was gleeful buying all of it. As a child, I had a couple of pencils, a stick of charcoal, and a few sheets of paper as my art supplies.

I soon experimented with my new equipment to do detailed drawings in pencil, and later, in colored pencil. They are not illustrations of species of birds. They are portraits of individuals who looked at me whenever I looked at them, who acknowledged and accepted me as part of their world. Doing the portraits was not the same as nature journaling. For one thing, they take anywhere from four to eight hours to finish. But doing a portrait had its own importance. Each of the thousands of strokes I made to create feathers became my meditation. I meditated on the life force within each bird I drew, about their intelligence and vulnerability. I once drew a fledgling Dark-eyed Junco who sat on a birdbath for twenty minutes calling for its parents. It had not learned to be fearful and wary of predators. As I drew the overlap of tiny feathers over its cheeks, I became that bird looking at me. If I could maintain the belief that I was the bird, I had a better chance of making the bird look alive, feel alive, present in the moment before I, the human, stepped outside to teach it how to stay alive. I shooed it away. By imagining I was that bird, I felt a personal connection to it and a deeper sense of what life is like for every bird: Each day is a chance to survive.

Because I cannot drive, Lou took me to the nature journal classes and field trips with Jack. But the field trips and classes happened only once a month. Had I been able to drive, I would have gone to parks, nature preserves, and “hotspots” listed in the eBird app. It took me a year before I realized I could do nature journaling in a place that was close by: my own backyard.

My backyard, it turns out, is a paradise for many birds. We built our house among four Pacific live oaks with overlapping canopies. They are eighty to ninety years old, and two of the geriatric ones have limbs that must be propped up. Some of the branches of neighboring oak trees overhang our patio, and up, down, and all around the immediate neighborhood are more oak trees. From roots to canopy, the oaks are the community hub for almost all the birds that either live here year-round or sojourn during winter migration. Asparagus ferns stand in the shade of the oaks and periwinkle vines creep around the trunks. For the fussy bird that wants variety, we offer a birch, a dogwood, a Japanese maple, and a lush nectar-bearing fuchsia shrub as big as a tree. Passion fruit, jasmine, ivy, and andromeda vines interlace the fences and elevated planter boxes. Four Meyer lemon trees and bushes of lavender, sage, and rosemary scent the sunnier areas of the garden, and nearby are fragrant roses, peonies, freesias, and narcissus. In the shadier areas of the garden, fern and orange lilies are lush, especially the lilies
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