
LEO: RIDING TO SIX HUNDRED
ON THE ABA GAME BOARD

by Pat Noyes Fox, Lexington

Probably being in the last quarter of my life, I thought it time 
to turn my attention from foreign lands to North America.
Seeing 500 species north of Mexico seems like getting a high- 
school diploma when the big shots are getting their Ph.D.s 
with lists of 700 and 800 in the ABA area. The Six-hundred Club, 
once the goal, no longer exists but is still an objective for 
middling birders. Go for it, old girl, I  thought; think about 
"Time's winged chariot hurrying near."

The Colima Warbler would be my last nesting wood warbler north of 
the Rio del Norte - the Rio Grande. ( I  discount the Bachman's, 
which is probably extinct. Even Roger Tory Peterson has never 
seen one. I note it is no longer on the ABA checklist.) The 
Colima nests only at Boot Springs in the Chisos Moiontains of Big 
Bend National Park in southwest Texas. The very words beckoned. 
Boot Springs is reached by a rocky, sometimes steep trail, about 
five miles of it, above the Chisos basin. It would be impossible 
for me to hike it, but it can be done on horseback. I  was brave 
enough. I  signed up.

Embarrassing. The day before a call came from the Chisos remuda 
to Jim Lane that we must come to be weighed - lunch, water, cam
era, and avoirdupois. It was comforting that they cared about 
their horses and matching them to us - a Percheron perhaps? No 
backpacks are allowed unless worn, an unbalancing thought. Along 
the walls of the tack room were what looked like small feed bags. 
These were for our feed and whatever we felt we needed on the 
trail. (We called them ditty bags in WW2.)

The much anticipated, much dreaded day. Singly, our names are 
called out to mount. In the remote past, I could manage this on 
my own, but the powerful boost by the wrangler is much appreciated. 
Everybody is watching. Thus did I meet Leo, a bay gelding 
with a nice face, strong legs, good manners, and tempo largo - 
"a slow and solemn degree of movement."

Pretrip advice from a horsewoman daughter was to wear jeans with 
smooth seams. But ah) The western saddle. I hadn't sat on any
thing harder than a bleacher in years and not on that part of me. 
The saddle is shaped to pound the inside of your thighs and your 
pelvis with every move of the horse. It feels as if there is no 
padding between it and your bones - hardly the case. Tension 
mounted with me. I don't remember the scenery going up. The 
itinerary says it is spectacular, with awesome views and forested 
with oak, pinyon, and juniper. Out of the corner of my eye I 
could see there were ravines, but I looked only at the trail.
The height of the horse was enough.
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No steering is necessary. The horses know their places in line. 
Leo and I are last except for a kindly wrangler. Leo negotiated 
the rocky trail, the U-turns on the switchbacks and steep in
clines with the aplomb and care of a dowager, or whatever the 
male equivalent. Most of the time the rest of the string were 
far above us, hooves rattling the stones. The wrangler kept 
telling me that I was letting Leo get away with being lazy. He 
got me a switch - surreptitiously dropped. I had no intention 
of hurrying Leo; his pace suited me well. It was all I could do 
to keep my two knobby bags from swinging against his withers, 
hold the reins, keep my hat on, and my mind on the sweet smell 
of horse. And why I was doing this.

The two hours up to Laguna Meadows Leo controlled me. There in 
a grove was an iron hitching rail, a rest stop. With the wran
gler's help (de rigeurl) I slid off, legs like butter, and went 
and sat on a log to relish the relief. Colimas were heard, seen. 
I don't care.

Leo doesn't have to be hitched. He joins us. He loves people, 
a pet. Group members feed him snacks from their lunches until I 
protest lest they make him sick. ^  horse.

Off again across the meadows strewn with the charred logs from 
an old fire. The trail is grassy and flat for a while. Then 
back and forth, around the 180-degree turns, over the ridge and 
down. Down is worse. You can't just dangle; you must use those 
unused muscles in your legs. Hang in there. We get glimpses of 
the boot, a rocky spire for which the place is named.

A corral among the trees, a cabin - Boot Springs. Horses are 
tied, and we stagger on our own feet at the place dreamed of; 
we're there.

"Where shall we have our picnic?" I ask, ever naive. "No time," 
says Jim, "We walk and eat." And we do, and there are Colimas 
and other feathered wonders for the eastener. One warbler was 
vigorously bathing so we could see the yellow undertail coverts, 
the eye ring, and rufous crown-patch. An hour or so we walk the 
trail beside the stream, to listen, peer, munch our food, find a 
lark's nest - a euphemism for a place to relieve oneself in pri
vate. It is enchanting in this remote place. We should be 
camping overnight - for the night sounds, to look for owls, to 
watch the sun come up on the desert below.

The rear guard wrangler had left with two riders to go up the 
trail to a higher peak of the Chisos for the view toward Mexico. 
So I am really last going back, though I can often observe the 
rear end of my roommate's horse - anatomy whose reputation is un
warranted.

We pass a young couple with a baby. They have hiked. It would 
not be so bad being a senior (lots of company) if the young 
didn't make you feel so decrepit.
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Colim a W arbler Painting by H ow ard  Rollin
Reprin ted  with perm ission  from  Roland H . W auer’s 
Birds of Big Bend National Park and Vicinity, 1973.
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Three hours it takes to get down, back and forth. It must be so 
hard on the horses. I am way behind, and the wrangler worries, 
dashing back to me on his pinto. I am oblivious in my bubble of 
misery. We could see the lodge way below, but it never seemed 
to get closer. That last hour is forever. Did it take this 
long to cross the basin floor this morning? A couple of horses 
act up on a turn; not Leo. At the remuda I wait interminably 
while the wrangler lets us in the corral one by one. Some have 
to be helped, immobile on their feet on mother earth, legs un
willing. Pride moves me to our van.

Thank you Leo, for all your hard work, for carrying me safely 
for six hours, albeit with some misery. I love you more than 
seeing the Colimas. You were the greater event.

The spring issue of American Birds, 1985, reports that in 1983, 
Crescent-chested Warblers, normally a Mexican species, were in 
the Huachuca Mountains of Arizona. This is a verified sighting. 
Then, in 1984, in Ramsey Canyon, they were observed, "evidently 
a mated pair. . . . seen foraging for insects and then carrying 
the insects up the hillside, as if to feed young birds" (American 
Birds 39: 10). I have always wanted to go back to Arizona.
There are also Montezuma Quail there. A black-looking quail, 
flushed from the roadside below the Davis Mountains, yclept 
a Montezuma, was less than satisfactory. Holy Grails come in 
multiples for birders.

^ :|c He ^ ̂  ^ 4c ̂  4= 4= 4= ̂  ^

For those not involved in the mystique of binding, ABA stands 
for the American Binding Association, of which I am a lowly, but 
almost a charter member. Other than the magazine Birding, they 
publish annually the number of species seen by birders who send 
in their records. This can be a world list, a country, state, 
or special areas list, or how many species were seen on a Big 
Day or in a year, etc. Many scorn this form of self-aggrandize
ment, but it has its pleasures.

The ABA area is artificial, north of Mexico and all the way to 
the last Aleutian island, Attu, not many miles from Russia. We 
play a game, but the restrictions of ABA make it a sporting one. 
This doesn't preclude the esthetics of birding or improving one's 
knowledge in spite of what the purists might claim. Adding new 
species is an exciting goal, but there is always the pleasure of 
seeing species with which you are not very familiar as well as 
those that are. Three weeks on Attu would be beyond me, but Big 
Bend was possible. Thanks to Leo, I finally reached my goal, 
and a bow to the tour leaders who are the ones with the skill 
and expertise. As I have, I expect that many birders set them
selves mini-goals or become impressive local experts. Birding 
is on many levels and a lifelong challenge. Ask any birder.
Ask Dillon Ripley.
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PAT NOYES FOX has seen one-third of the world's species of birds 
and has visited all the continents except Antarctica. Her father 
hunted pheasant and quail but had Chester Reed's Bird Guides - 
first of the genre - and took her when very young behind the 
scenes of the Ornithology Department of the Museum of Natural 
History in New York. She recalls the excitement of a Red-headed 
Woodpecker and Barn Owls in Sharon, Connecticut. In World War II 
she spent three years in the Pacific, crossing that ocean three 
times by ship, ran a pet show on Guadalcanal, which included 
native birds, and spent some time in Japan and China. She remem
bers the Laysan Albatrosses that had to be shooed off the runway 
on Johnson Island. Years later she became an intensive backyard 
birder under the aegis of Felix Cutler, went on Pat Garrey's 
field trips, took courses with Jim Baird, and subscribed to the 
Cornell Lab's mail-order ornithology course, which she urges on 
all beginners.

TROPICAL BIRDING EXPEDITION

Belize - T i kal

Toucans, Trogons, Currasows, Jabiru Storks, Finfoots, Tinamous, Orange-breasted Falcons, 
Cotingids, Motmots, and possibly Scarlet Macaw are but a few of over 230 species 
expected on our 9-12 day special birding expeditions to Belize. An additional 3“day 
side trip to Tikal will be offered for those Interested In the abundant wildlife and 
outstanding Mayan ruins of this spectacular national park. Some of the tropical 
habitats we will visit include lowland rainforest, pine savannahs, marshes, scrub 
thicket, mangrove swamps, and coral reef islands. We will also visit the nesting 
colonies of Ibis, Boat-billed Herons, Boobies, and Magnificent Frigatebirds!

As a part ic i pant on these sped a 1 research exped i t ions, you will assist in mist-netting, 
photography, recording data, and compiling species accounts. All data collected will 
be made available to all participants.

LEADER:

DATES:

COSTS:

TIKAL extensions follow 
each BelIze trip.

Dr. James Parker, veteran tropical ornithologist and ecologist from the 
University of Maine, will lead these special ornithology expeditions.

Four expeditions are scheduled for I986:
February 1^-22 
Apr i1 18-26 
May 23-31 
August 9"16

$795.00 for each trip. This low cost Includes: all transport within
Belize {private air charters, ground transport, boats), accommodations, 
3 meals per day, cooks, and guides. TIKAL extension is extra.

INFORMATI O N : Contact IZE or, in January, Dr. James Parker, Dept, of Science 6 Math, 
UniversIty of Maine, Farm!ngton, ME 0^938. Phone: (207) 778-3501 , X ^21.

INTERNATIONAL ZOOLOGICAL EXPEDITIONS
Z iO  W ashington Street, S h erborn , Massachusetts 01770 • Telephone (617) 655-1461
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