
A SPECIAL PERSOW 

by Wayne R. Petersen, Whitman

Every youth has some one very specia l person who, at some point in his 
or her l i f e ,  represents a pinnacle o f excellence or p restige . For many, 
these figures must forever remain as póster pictures on a bedroom w a ll, 
as an autograph on a wrinkled baseball program, or as a distant glimpse 
in a large auditorium. Some youths, however, are fortúnate enough to 
make personal contact with th e ir  esteemed e lders, with these contacte 
often resu ltin g in  a l i fe t im e  o f friendship and productive experience. 
Such has been my association with Ruth Emery.

On a crisp  autumn day in 1956, a budding o rn ith o log is t (Tth grade vin - 
tage, I  b e lie v e ) noticed a strange woodpecker hammering upon an oíd, 
diseased elm tree  in his hometown o f W ellesley. Running home with ex- 
citement, G ilbert Pearson's Bírds o f America promptly showed the b ird  in 
q^uestion to  be the rare and lo c a lly  unusual "A rc t ic "  Three-toed Wood- 
pecker (now known as the Black-backed Three-toed Woodpecker). As a new 
member o f the Massachusetts Audubon Society at the time, lo g ic  d ictated 
a c a li  to report such a ra r ity  to Ruth Emery, f i e ld  note ed ito r fo r  the 
Massachusetts Audubon Magazine. With heart in throat, the c a l i  to the 
Boston Audubon House was made. A fte r  p o l i t e ly  lis ten in g  to  the descrip- 
tion  o f my p r ize , Ruth allowed that i t  sounded l ik e ly  and then put me in 
touch with severa l lo ca l experts who were to be n o t if ie d  fo r  f in a l v e r l-  
f ic a t io n . A b r ie f  conversation follow ed and my personal acquaintance 
with Ruth Emery was launched. Many sim ilar phone ca lis  followed,. more 
often with questions than with rare b ird  reporte, and the re lationship  
grew,

Two years la te r  I  saw Ruth in person fo r  the f i r s t  time. She was smart- 
ly  dressed in f i e ld  clothes in the lobby o f  Chatham's Wayside Inn. I  
was a participan t in the annual Audubon Cape Cod Campout; Ruth was a 
leader. A fte r  introducing m yself, I  enjoyed the e g o - l i f t in g  experience 
o f ta lk ing birds with Ruth fo r  a fu l l  15 minutes, r igh t in the very par- 
lo r  o f many other well-known birders o f the day. What a t h r i l l  fo r  a 
lad o f fourteen!

As annual g i f t - g iv in g  occasions ro lle d  around, my fam ily carne to  know 
Ruth ( fo r  years only a vo ice on the telephone) as the, person to consult 
about what new b ird  book to buy fo r  th e ir  in sa tiab le  son. Today, Ruth 
knows my lib ra ry  nearly as w e ll as I  do, since she helped lay the s t i l l -  
ex is tin g  córner stones. Along with birthdays carne increased m obility  
and regular pilgrimages to Audubon House. These v is it s  o ften  ended with 
severa l hours o f Ruth's valuable time being spent chatting with a young 
man who absorbed every word as gospel. Many valuable lessons carne from 
those discussions ( l  esp ec ia lly  re c a ll a fin e  exposition  on Snowy Owl 
m igration) and I  remember being p a rticu la rly  itipressed by her systematic 
approach to b ird  record-keeping. She immortalized the concept fo r  me to 
th is day.

As the years passed, our friendship strengthened. From casual encoun- 
ters  in the f i e ld  to  planned excursions together, I  became increasingly 
aware o f  Ruth's tremendous enthusiasm not only fo r  b irds, but fo r  people 
as w e ll. Her myriad b ird  Christmas cards f i l l i n g  her house at holiday
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time or the nurnter o f inqu iries from ou t-o f-sta te  v is it in g  b irders stand 
as ampie testimony to  her generosity and in terest in  other people, many 
o f whom Ruth admlts hardly knowing h erse lf.

In i t i a l ly  our friendship was always t ie d  to the commonality o f our in­
te re s t in  b irds. This o ften  involved la te  hours in Ruth's study working 
on f i e ld  records fo r  e ith er the Records o f Nev England Birds or American 
B irds, or e lse  long ta lks reminiscing about Ruth's experiences w ith Lud- 
low Griscom. In tim e, however, the friendship evolved in to  more than one 
between mere b ird ing co lleagues. Ruth was an honored guest at my wed- 
ding, a welcome v is i t o r  at my Thanksgiving tab le  and I  enjoyed the p r i-  
v ile g e  o f  being the yoimgest in v ited  guest at her Audubon retirement 
party.

Her s p ir i t  through the years brings to  mind numerous amusing situations 
or s im ila r ly  memorable events. The f ía t  t i r e  in West Newbury during a 
searing heat wave, a piggy-back rid e across a corn f i e ld  in 3 fe e t  o f 
snow, a midnight cock ta il in Ruth's kitchen fo llow ing a la te  K u tta ll 
Club meeting, and most recen tly , an e igh tie th  birthday celebration  in 
which Ruth was siirrounded by friends transcending severa l generations o f 
the b ird ing fra te rn ity .

While these re fle c t io n s  o f a specia l person could be mirrored a hundred 
d iffe re n t  ways by a hundred d iffe ren t people, they represen! some o f 
the things that Ruth Emeiy has meant to me in the nearly 25 years o f 
our continuous acquaintance. May Ruth Emery's in fluence continué to 
hold a spec ia l place fo r  ye t another generation o f  wide-eyed fled g lin g  
b irders .

Ruth and friends on Monomoy in  November. 
(Ludlow Griscom is  holding the scope.)
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