
Some readers may raise an eyebrow at the publicación o f the 
fo llow ing a r t ic le ,  which fo r Bird Observer touches on eui 
unusual aspect o f b ird ing—the human aspect. To l is te r a ,
Fred Hamlen's a r t ic le  may seem o f marginal valué; to  ex­
perta, i t  may seem t r i t e .  To th is ed ito r, Hamlen's nar­
ra tiva  echoes the era o f Bent, Chapman, and Forbush, a 
time when descriptive ornithology was at its  height and 
when observers tr ied  to  capture the actions and in terac- 
tions o f birds in language that was personal, o r ig in a l, 
and l i t e r a t e — though often too anthropomorphic fo r  modern 
taste.

Yet, today we may be too c lin ic a l— a f ie ld  mark, a breed- 
ing record, or a high count seems to constitute an end un­
to i t s e l f .  Who looks at birds? Those who are not too 
Jaded enjoy a b ird  in exceptional plumage; others seek 
nesting grounds; a few try  to  understand birds.

In what context do we put a l l  th is e f fo r t  and d ive rs ity  o f 
goals? Is  there an underlying ges ta lt whose components 
come to the fore in d iffe ren t eras or through 6ui evolution 
o f concepta? I  w i l l  not speculate about man's eth ic to - 
ward b irds, the sport o f b ird ing, or the science o f orni­
thology—you need only tum  to Charlton Ogburn's The 
Adventiire o f B irds.

But now you are going on a Journey, one not too fa r . Per- 
haps you w i l l  experience vicariously  some strange sights 
and emotions; perhaps you w i l l  gain some new perspectlves.
There are no "cheery Chickadees" in  th is  s to ry , merely 
poignant observation and in trospective re fle c t io n  about 
Ñature at i t s  zenith,

L. J. R.

A BOREAL ODYSSEY 

by Fred Hamlen, Dover

On August 21, 1953, Ludlow Griscom recorded in his 17-volume om ith o lo - 
g ic a l journal: "Awake at 3:30 eind hear thrushes passing and stay up as
i t  is  a great experience. Awaken Ruth Emery at 4:00 a.m. and both stand 
on porch lis ten in g  Ñ:00 a.m. on. At f i r s t  birds very high at rate o f 
100+ a minute. An occasional b ird  much lower—^mostly a l l  Olive-backs , 
at least 20:1 Olive-backs versus Grey-cheeks. Marked fa l l in g  o f f  at 
^:25 . . .  suddenly resumes with usual in tens ity , birds much lower, slow- 
ing up markedly. At 5:00 a.m. f i r s t  flush o f dawn, la s t thrush heard at 
5:00 a.m."

A fte r  Corning upon th is entry my bones began to yearn fo r  the northern 
fo res t, and as my thoughts coalesced i t  was clear that I  must v is i t  i t .  
Long had I  entertained vague thoughts o f leam ing about that ecosystem, 
and long had I  wished to get away from rude signs o f human presence. In 
such a habitat I  might have some control over what I  see: i t  would be a
countryside flooded with birds in migration. Only finding endemic birds
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on te rr ito ry  could I  express thoughts about a land eth ic. Though un- 
spoiled s o il  is  essen tia l, i t  must have the endemic w i ld l i fe  to  achieve 
the dynamics required to bring i t  a liv e  and to  flourish  in human eyes.

Thus, I  found myself taking aim on the GaspI, and thanks to Jim Baird 
and Dick Forster wy timing was perfect. Jim had advised the th ird  week 
o f Jume; Dick suggested tenting i t  a l l  the way.

I  reached Perce, at the Southwest t ip  o f the Gaspé on June 12th. WhiJe 
going north through Maine and líew Brunswick I  thought continuously about 
chorases o f Fox Sparrows, birds in which Griscom used to take immense 
delight while a fie ld  in Essex County. And in  the companionship o f 
Oliye-backs and Grrjy-cheeks—were I  to  know that mv preconceptions would 
palé by experience and that I  would be humibled by that which lay ahead.

The lesson would be learned on Bonaventure, that island which I  scanned 
across a mile o f p lacid  and fr ig id  water. As we drew near the northern 
and highest end o f the island, I  found fo r  the f i r s t  time that the 
c l i f f s  cannot be described, at least by me! I  cannot cope with the dy- 
namics o f thousands upon thousands o f Gannets on the upper ramparts and 
the thousairds o f Black-legged Kittiwakes that dot its  middle parts— the 
all-encompassing bustle defies description. Common Murres—hundreds o f 
them— as w ell as Guillemots and Razorbills rest closer to  the water.

But what happens in the a ir  as the boat approaches is  much more awesome; 
i t  boggles the mind and squelches the ego.

Gannets leaye th e ir c l i f f  tops and return in constant streams. Through 
them f l y  the Kittiwakes , careening in a l l  d irections—how are mid-air 
co llis ion s  avoided? Alcids in b ig and small fl ig h ts  buzz past at every 
amgle. And then, a dark patch forward erupts as 150 murres scurry at 
the la s t moment to  get out o f the way before being run down! My God, 
what action! (Why do people brace the f r ig id  winds at Cape Ann to 
glimpse merely a token o f the rea l th ing?)

1, Dock
2¿ White-throat»
3. Warbler»
4. Thruahea and Wrens
5. Gannetry
6. Hawk Owl?
7. Robin and Sharple
8. Moumlng Warblors
9. Grey-cheeks
10. Meadow Birda
11. Kittiwakes
12. Alcids
13. Seabird Rafts



The maelstrom at the c l i f f s  is  over, and a fte r  a.complete c irc lin g  o f 
the is land, those o f us who wish to go ashore are le t  o f f  at the dock. 
There is  a group o f abandonad houses at the edge o f a broad meadow on 
the leeward side; beyond is the beginning o f the boreal fo res t.

Ray Geras o f the Toronto Ornithological Society and I  start up the w e ll-  
worn tra y . to the tree  lin e ; to  the west ve see the rugged coastline o f 
the Gaspe penninsula. A gloom sets in as we enter the spruces; the 
s t illn ess  is  e a rs p lit t in g ; I  cannot even hear my footsteps or Ray's! I 
fe e l  strangely detached— and then the melancholy and seemingly v en tr ilo ­
quia! soiands commence. I  think o f Green Mansions by W. H. Hudson. In 
the distance the f lu te lik e  sound o f a White-throated Sparrow is  heard, 
two o f them, three, many, each from a d iffe ren t d irection  and at a d if-  
feren t pitch.

As the spruces thicken and cióse in around us, these voices are l e f t  be- 
hind. The path continúes gently upward through the ever deepening s t i l l ­
ness and gloom. Now the so ft-vo iced  warblers are heard— Blackpoll, Bay- 
breasted. Cape May, Horthern Parula, Yellow-rump, Blackburnian— a lte r -  
nating and repeating, from le f t  and r igh t, from ahead and behind. I  also 
hear the punctuation o f Yellow Warbler, N ashville, Northern Yellow throat, 
Ovenbird, and Northern Waterthriish. W ilson's Warblers seem to be cióse 
by. I f  I  were to  w a it, th is mixture o f voices would continué until sun- 
down; they would not evapórate as on a spring mornlng at Mount Auburn.
I  l is te n , mainly because i t  is  hard to  see the origins o f the sounds.
Only occaslonally are binoculars used, but eventually each species is 
observad. However, I  am content merely to lis te n , fo r  the sound o f the 
warblers and the sight o f the forest seem p er fec tlv  merged. Gradually,
^  M  transformad from an observar to a participant in th is subtle action .
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As the warbler volees diminish, the clarinet tones o f many Fox Sparrows 
surround me. This outdoes anything I  ever heard while with Ludlow Gris- 
com in Essex County; how I wish he oould be here at th is moment; how I 
would lik e  to  see the broad smile o f inmense sa tis faction  spread across 
his face!

I  am gratefxil that Ray has moved ahead, leaving me alone. This is  my 
day, and i t  is  by no means fin ished. A Winter Wren explodesI Then a 
couple o f others answer one another, from l e f t  and righ t. The songs are 
incred ib ly long— 15 seconds (1 ) with at least one fu l l  t r i l l  more than 
I  ever heard at home. Except fo r  the Fox Sparrows and the Winter Wrens, 
i t  is  qu leter than ever, not a breath o f a ir . And then—

I  hear the qulet "whock" o f a thrush, followed by the four ever so fa in t 
and oonstricted ris in g  notes o f a Swainson's. I  freeze , knowlng o f the 
thrush's habit o f hopping onto the path ahead. Sure enough, a l i t t l e  
o liv e  drab b ird  plays the ro le  p rec ise ly . I  see the buffy throat and 
cheeks, but no eye ring. I  am looking at a Gray-cheekedI But as soon 
as i t  fly s  o f f ,  its  place is  taken by the Swainson's. The la t te r  leaves , 
and presently I  hear again the ven triloqu ia ! notes, followed by a whin- 
ing "yea.. My thoughts return to Griscom and sounds in the night. He 
was righ t; the In c is ive  f l ig h t  notes o f the Swainson's Thrush seem to 
leave us with a casually spoken promise about a puré land fa r away. By 
now my expectations and hopes run high, but the song I  rea lly  seek has 
not yet reached my ears.

The scene brightens, the spruces thin out to make way fo r deciduous 
growth o f maple, aspen, and blrch; the a ir  becomes warmer. In concert 
with i t  a l l ,  I  hear a weak "pwee," followed by "zlbew ." I  putter about



the clearing with its  Yellow -bellied , and Willnw Flycatchers, . enjoying the 
sunshine which fo i ls  the dark magic o f the boreal fo res t. Hy sense o f 
time is  reacquired; on the dovmslope my sp ir its  run high and my ego re- 
turns; I  am in control o f myself again.

As th.e trees give way to  a small meadow, a distant clamor strikes my 
ears, an appalling fish  odor my nose. I  am at the Gannetry atop the 
c l i f f s ;  nesting birds are within 15 fe e t ! One picture is  taken—more?—
I  nearly throw up on the spot! (To h e ll with i t ! ) Ceeking the windward 
side o f the is l ’and, I  gaze to the north at a dark blur, a huge ra ft  o f 
a lcids resting upon the calm ocean. A smallish raptor makes its  rapid 
way toward the shore— flapping, then g lid in g , i t  veers . I  see that this 
is no fa lcon, and its  head is  too b ig and blunt to be that o f an accip i- 
te r . Excitedly, I  sketch quickly, with the idea-o f looking la te r  into 
the owl section o f Robbins. (When I  did, I  was stunned by the s im ila r i- 
ty o f what was drawn and what was printed in the -book as a Hawk Owl. )

As I  continué to windward, the en tire aspect is d iffe ren t— c l i f f s  dwindle 
away to nothing, the boreal fo rest has been l e f t  behind, the fa in t warb- 
1er volees are gone. The magic is  long gone!

The t r a i l ,  which I  know about from guides, becomes obscured, a testament 
to  the p ro c liv ity  o f v is ito rs  in terested only in the Gannetry. I  become 
lo s t in the dense damp undergrowth shot with fa llen  timber and the noise 
o f gushing streams o f springwater. I  become nervous upon remembering my 
rendezvous with the boat back to Percé. (The skipper's parting words 
were: "Do not fo rg e t , because we w i l l ! " )

There is  a new fee lin g  now;
Perhaps nature is  playing with me.
But that may be as I  want i t  to be.

Suddeniy, a b leeting robin desperately tw ists his way past attempting to 
thwart a determinad Sharp-shinned Hawk. Both birds almost take my head 
o f f !  I  swear, I  can see the panic in the robin ’ s eyes— a c la tte r  o f 
branches, a shower o f fa l l in g  feathers , the episode ends somewhere in 
the brush.

Slipping and fa l l in g  on the forest f lo o r , and soaking my fe e t  in the 
bogs, I  eventually regain dry and sunny ground. Ahead is a dense th ick- 
e t ,  and at its  edge two warblers are copulating. I  hear a loud, harsh 
"c h ir r t "  followed by a b r ie f  but ebu llien t song. Again, I  freeze. I 
can eas ily  see the crepe e ffe c t  o f the male's black blb and throat— I 
could watch these Moiirning Warblers fo rever, but a fte r  10 minutes I  re- 
luctantly press on.

Then, to ta l ly  unexpected, i t  happens! I  learn the BIG reason why I  am 
here in the spruces o f the boreal fo res t. Ahead I  hear the b r ie f but 
in c is ive  "cheer" o f a thrush. Then come three weak and constricted 
fa l l in g  notes, followed by a barely audible higher one. I t  is  said that 
the Gray-cheeked sounds V eery-like , but th is is  not so. The Veery is 
liq u id , free  and easy; the Gray-cheeked sounds as though the notes were 
being squeezed out o f him. Again, the Immense w ild place and fra gü e

80



voice blend to perfection . Symbiotic! I  think o f Aldo Leopold's par- 
tr id ge , which when gone, deprives the woods o f its  motive forcé. This 
boreal fo res t minus th is thrush would mean l i t t l e  to me. Again I  re ca ll 
Griscom's "tremendous experience," when he and Ruth listened  to the ca li 
o f the w ild , f l ig h t  notes that symbolized the awesome forcé that drives 
the ecosystem o f th is lonely island. And I  think o f his ro le  in the 
h istory o f American ornithology. Griscom vas not the mere s ta tis t ic ian  
he has been accused o f being. He was keenly aware o f the valué o f wild- 
ness, as his Journal a ttests . But, in the days before World War I I ,  his 
task was to document the avifauna. Now, with the preservation o f w ild- 
l i f e  being a paramopnt issue, we need persons o f his ta lent more than 
ever. His e ffo r ts  have put us where we are; at the very le a s t , we owe 
him a debt fo r teaching a way to rea lize  our eco log ica l concerns.

The Gray-cheeked Thrush is heard no more— the forest becomes empty. I 
move ahead, and reach the low Southern end o f the island. The m id-after- 
noon. is  bathed in.warm sunshine. While walking 1 1/2 miles north to  the 
dock, I  am regaled by troups o f Red-winged Blackbirds', Barn Swallows ,
Tree Swallows, Bobolinks, Empidonax flyca tchers , and warblers o f open 
spaces. No longer spellboxmd, I  find the magic en tire ly  dissolved— a 
memory only. The essence o f Bonaventure was its  fo res t; now I return to 
re a lity . The island has done its  Job!

Someday I  w i l l  have to ask Ruth how c lea rly  she remembers back 23 1/2 
years, to  that August night when I  was in the middle o f the A tlan tic  en 
route to Europe. Ornithology had been l e f t  behind; in those days I  was 
only in terested in Gothic architecture and medieval City design. How 
could I  know then that one day b ird  study would retiirn to  me with ven- 
geance and new meaning— that ornithology and architecture would eventu- 
a lly  blend into a quest fo r methods o f arth itectura l planning around a 
land eth ic— or that Griscom's words from the past would send me to the 
Gaspe fo r the answers!

Gannets on nest. Hiotograph by Gynthia itoller 
Courtesy of the Massachusetts Audubon dociety
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