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How Birding 
Became Almost

BY JAMES L. HAYWARDCool
PAINTINGS BY JAMES MCCLELLAND

A review of Scott Weidensaul, Of a Feather: A Brief 
History of American Birding (Orlando, FI: Harcourt, 2007).

e r h a p s  y o u  f a n c y  y o u r s e l f  a so-  

p h i s t i c a t e d  p e r s o n ,  o n e  w h o  

w o u l d n ' t  b e  c a u g h t  d e a d  p e e r i n g  

t h r o u g h  b i n o c u l a r s  a t  s o m e  tw i t -  

t e r in g  l i t t le  d ic k y  b ird .  P e rh a p s  y o u ' r e  o n e  

w h o  c o n s id e r s  b i r d w a tc h e r s  a q u i rk y  b u n c h  p o p u l a t e d  b y  

th e  likes o f  M is s  J a n e  H a t h a w a y  o n  The Beverly Hillbillies, o r  

b y  c h u b b y  c a r to o n  c h a ra c t e r s  in The Far Side. Y ou  m a y  n o t  b e  

a lo n e  in y o u r  p re ju d ice s ,  b u t  y o u ' r e  d e f in i te ly  o u t  o f  to u c h .  

M u c h  has  c h a n g e d  o v e r  th e  p a s t  ha l f -cen tu ry .  M iss  H a th a w a y  

a n d  h e r  ilk n o tw i th s t a n d i n g ,  "b ird ing"  is o n e  o f  t h e  fas te s t  

g r o w i n g  p a s t im e s  in N o r t h  A m er ic a . '

If y o u  are  a b ird e r  a n d  fin d  y o u rse lf  t ic k in g  o ff a list o f 

sp r in g  w arb le rs  a t P o in t P e lee  o r  f ig h tin g  seasickness w h ile  

tra c k in g  sh e a rw a te rs  an d  p e tre ls  o ff th e  O re g o n  co as t, th e  

p e rso n  b e s id e  y o u  is ju s t as like ly  to  b e  a F o rtu n e  5 0 0  C E O  as 

a D e n n y 's  w aitress. B ird ing  to d a y  is a g re a t d e m o c ra tiz e r , 

e n jo y e d  b y  th e  y o u n g  a n d  th e  o ld , th e  r ic h  a n d  th e  p o o r, th e  

s tro n g  an d  th e  w ea k .2 A  n e w  b o o k  b y  S c o tt  W e id e n sa u l, O f a 
Feather: A Brief History of American Birding, r e c o u n ts  th e  o rig in s  

an d  d e v e lo p m e n t o f th is  w ild ly  p o p u la r  h o b b y  o n c e  th o u g h t  

to  b e  th e  exc lusive  p ro v in c e  o f g eek s  a n d  w eird o s.

W e id e n s a u l  h im s e l f  c la im s  to  h a v e  b e e n  "a l i t t le  o ff  c e n -  

ter" as a k id .  "I w as  a lo n e  in t h e  n e i g h b o r h o o d , "  h e  w ri te s ,

"in d e c id in g  to  ta n  (w ith  q u e s t io n a b le  su c ce ss )  th e  h id e  o f  a 

ro a d -k il le d  w o o d c h u c k . . .in  ra is in g  th i r ty  m o n a rc h  b u tte r -  

flies in  m y  b e d ro o m , w h ic h  s m e lle d  o f  c a te rp i l la r  d r o p p in g s  

fo r  w e e k s . . . [a n d  in k e e p in g  a] r in g -n e c k e d  sn a k e  th a t  liv e d  

u n d e r  m y  b ed "  ( 2 2 8 -2 9 ) .  H o w e v e r ,  lik e  m a n y  a n o th e r  

tw e lv e -y e a r-o ld , W e id e n s a u l " h u n te d  a n d  f ish e d  a n d  jo in e d  

th e  B oy S co u ts"  (2 2 9 )—a n d  lo a th e d  th e  b in o c u la r - to t in g
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according to Weidensaul, "self-aggrandizemenl personi- 

fied, a master at the calculated effect" (59). When he trav- 

eled to England and Scotland in the 1820s to sell 

subscriptions to his magnificent Birds of America, Auduoon 
"made sure to look every inch the American Woodsman' 
he proclaimed himself to be—the long, flowing hair, a 
hunting shirt and wolfskin jacket, a fur cap witn a bushy 
tail" (59)—all a put-on. Today, both Wilson and Audubon 
are namesakes of birds, societies, and journals.

The development of North American ornthology, 
closely connected with westward expansion and associ- 
ated military detachments, is explored in the third and 
fourth chapters. Many of North America's western 

species now bear the names of the explorers and mili- 
tary officers involved: Lewis Woodpecker (Meriwether 
Lewis), Clark's Nutcracker (William Clark), Nutalfs 
Woodpecker (Thomas Nuttall), Townsend's Warbler 

(John Townsend), Cassin's Finch (John Cass:n), Harris' 
Sparrow (Edward Harris), Gambel's Quail (William 
Gambel), Bendire's Thrasher (Charles Bendire), Xantus' 
Murrelet (John Xantus), and Heermann's Gull (Adol- 
phus Heermann), to name just a few.

Colorful tales attend the lives of these people. To 

these early ornithologists, the only way to study birds 
was down the barrel of a shotgun. Collecting dominat- 
ed nineteenth and early twentieth century ornithology.

Miss Hathaway on his favcrite sitcom. But despite his 

aversion to Miss Hathaway, birding had him hooked.

n the first chapter, Weidensaul reviews the 
impressions of early explorers concerning North 
America's birds. John W hite, John Lawson, Mark 
Catesby, and John Bartram, among others, 

described and named some of these birds. A few of 
these names have survived until today: "blew" jay, 
"hooping" crane, Canada goose, laughing gull, and 
purple finch (27). Sadly, toough, some of the avian 
sights they described haven't: flocks of Carolina para- 
keecs "of a green Colour, and Orange—Colour'd half 
way their head/“ and hoards of passenger pigeon so 
vast as to "obstruct the Light of day" (15).

The adventures of aspiring poet and bird enthusiast 
Alexander Wilson, and of his better-known rival, John 

James Audubon, occupy the second chapter. Wilson 
walced enormous aistances in fifteen of then-eighteen 
United States, ':ak,ng copious notes, shooting and 
stuffing birds, and grilling locals about what they know 
of their region's birdlife" (50). He shaped this informa- 
tion into a remarkably thorough work titled Ornitholo- 

gy, illustrated by Wilson himself.
Audubon, in contrast, clearly the superior artist, was,



egrets, and other birds were slaughtered in frightful num- 
bers to meet the demand for these accessories.

Although it was women who wore the hats, it was 

also women who brought the millinery industry to its 

knees. Harriet Lawrence Hemenway, a formidable 

New England blue blood, is credited with raising up 
the modern-day Audubon Society in part to counter 
this slaughter. Many other prominent women of the 

time promoted the protection and love of birds. These 
women included Florence Bailey, Mabel W right, 

Cordelia Stanwood, Anna Comstock, Gene Stratton- 
Porter, Fanny Eckstorm, and Rosalie Edge.

The concept of the "bird book," the 
availability of a handy guide to identi- 
fication, is reviewed in chapter six. 

"Field guides make the natural world 
knowable," Weidensaul notes. "[T]hey 
are the first entry point for most peo- 
pie into the diversity of life on the 
planet” (188). Bird guides from the 
early nineteenth century, however, 

looked more like medical reference 
tomes, hardly something you'd want 
to haul into the field.

The first truly portable bird 
guides were produced during the 

late 1800s and early 1900s. Chester 
Reed's little Bird Guide, which 

appeared in 1906, provides a notable 
and influential example. But it was 
Roger Tory Peterson, an art teacher 
from New York, who in 1934 
birthed The Field Guide to the Birds, the 
first truly modern field guide.

Today, in addition to updated edi- 

tions of Peterson's classic, a plethora 
of guides is available, including Birds of 
North America of the Golden Field 

Guide Series, the National Audubon Soci- 
ety Field Guide to North American Birds, 
National Geographies Field Guide to the 
Birds of North America, The Sibley Guide to 
Birds, and Kenn Kaufman's Focus Guide 
to Birds of North America—not to men- 

tion hundreds of handbooks to other 
regions of the world.

Charles B. Cory, president of the American Ornitholo- 

gists' Union (AOU), when declining an invitation to 

address an Audubon Society meeting in 1902, growled 
"I do not protect birds. 1 kill them" (144).

ortunately, the attitude of ornithologists has 
changed, and today the AOU is at the forefront 
of bird protection. This sea change was due in 
large part to the work of a cadre of "Angry 

Ladies," featured in chapter five. During the late 1800s, 
feathers adorned the hats of many fashionable ladies—the 

bigger the feather, the more fashionable the hat. Herons,
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organization spread rapidly and people began to sign 

up in droves. The name was changed to the American 

Birding Association and the newsletter became the 

bimonthly magazine Birding. The first ABA conference 

featured Roger Tory Peterson as its plenary speaker. 

Tucker, clearly, had discovered and filled an unoccu- 

pied niche.
Today, four decades later, the ABA boasts thousands of 

members, the cost of membership is now forty-five dollars, 
and Birding has morphed into a slick, award-winning maga- 

zine. It also publishes a newsletter, Winging It, which pro- 

vides tips on bird identification, as well as North American 
Birds, a continuation of the journal American Birds once pro- 

duced by the National Audubon Society.3

Tucker, currently McKee Chair of Excellence in 

Learning Exceptionalities at the University of Tennessee, 

Chattanooga, has left the ABA leadership team, but his 

interest in birds and nature continues unabated.4 He and 
his wife, Priscilla, have authored several nature-themed 
devotionals published by Review and Herald Publishing 

Association and by other outlets.

n "Death to Miss Hathaway (How birding 

became almost cool)," chapter seven, the mod- 

ern avocation of birding takes center stage. A 

most notable development in the history of this 

activity was the founding of the American Birding 

Association (ABA). In the late 1960s, Jim Tucker, an 

Adventist educational psychologist who had taught 
biology at Forest Lake Academy, was doing a postdoc 

at the University of Texas. Tucker was a committed 

conservationist, but he was frustrated by the fact that 
the National Audubon Society, of which he'd been a 

local leader, had shifted its emphasis from birds to a 
more environmentalist focus. Despite a growing inter- 

est at the time in birds and bird watching, no organi- 

zation catered specifically to the needs of bird 

enthusiasts.
In December 1968, Tucker mailed a typed, eight- 

page, mimeographed newsletter he called The Birdwatch- 
er's Digest to a handful of friends and invited them to 
join his new "American Birdwatcher's Association." He 

set the dues at three dollars per year. News of Tucker's



m e rg e d  h is love  for b ird s w ith  th a t o f h is to ry , h is  o th e r  

passion . M u rd o ch 's  "Rig Y ear” se rv ed  as a sabbarica l from  

g rad u a te  s tud ies  a t A m erican  U n iv ersity . O n c e  b ac k  o n  

cam p u s, h e  c lev e rly  m e ld e d  h is tw o  loves in־o  a  s ing le  dis- 

se rta tio n  t id e d  "For th e  Birds: A  Fdistory o f E ird  P ro tec tio n  

in th e  U n ite d  S ta te s . '0

F o r b o th  M u rd o c h  a n d  K au fm a n , w ri te s  W e id e n s a u l 

“i t  w as th e  p ro c e s s  a n d  n o t  th e  re su lts  th a t  c o u n te d "

"293). A fte r  c o m p le t in g  h is  d o c to ra te ,  M u rd o c h  

re ra in e d  h is  fo cu s  n a tu re . F o r  fo u r  y e a rs , h e  se rv e d  as 

p r e s id e n t  o f th e  A u d u b o n  N a tu ra l is t  S o c ie ty  (A N S ). 

T h e s e  d ay s , h e 's  ra is in g  fu n d s  fo r a m il l ic n -d o lla r  n a tu re  

c e n te r  a t th e  c h u r c h -o w n e d  M t. A e tn a  C a m p  a n d  

F fe trea t C e n te r  in  Fd agars to w n , M a ry la n c  In  h is  sp a re  

tim e , h e  le ad s  b ird in g  tr ip s  to  th e  tro p ic s  a n d  is a c t iv e  

w ith  p r o g am״ s a t th e  A N S  a n d  S m ith s o n ia n  In s t i tu t io n . ׳

n th e  final ch a p te r, "B eyond  th e  

List," W e id e n sau l m akes a p itc h  

fo r b ird  co n se rv a tio n . H e  

d ep lo re s  "h a rd -c o re  listers w h o  

sp e n d  a sm all fo rtu n e  tra c k in g  d o w n  a 

sing le  species th e y  n e e d  to  flesh  o u t 

th e ir  N o r th  A m erican  list, o n ly  to  

ig n o re  it m e re  m o m e n ts  a fte r  th ey 'v e  

seen  a n d  id e n tif ied  it" (282). H e  

recalls h o w , d u r in g  a b ird in g  tr ip  in 

C e n tra l A m erica , h e  w as "ta iled  fo r 

d a y s . . .b y  a to u r  m e m b e r  w h o  scarce ly  

ra ised  h is b in o cu la rs  to  lo o k  a t th e  

b ird s  w e  found . In stead , h e  w as forev- 

e r  sc rib b lin g  in h is n o te b o o k , ask ing  

m e to  spell th e  nam es o f b ird s I'd 

found" (282).

But, n o te s  W e id e n s a u l,  "L ists c an  

b e  a to o l ,  a m e a n s  as w ell as an  e n d , 

a n d  th e  w e ll -b a la n c e d  b ird e r  u ses 

th e m  as su ch "  (2 8 3 ). W h a t  b e g in s  as 

a c o m p e ti t iv e  s p o r t  fo r  so m e  fo lk  

ca n  le a d  to  a d e e p e r  a p p re c ia t io n  fo r 

b ird s  a n d  fo r  n a tu re  in g e n e ra l. K e n n  

K a u fm a n , w h o  a t s ix te e n  d r o p p e d  

o u t  o f  h ig h  s c h o o l a n d  h i tc h h ik e d  

ac ro ss  A m e r ic a  to  "c h ase  b ird s ,"  w as 

s e n t h o m e  b y  C a lifo rn ia  a u th o r i t ie s  

fo r  ro v in g  th e  s ta te  as an  "u n su p er- 

v ise d  m in o r"  (2 9 1 ). N o t  o n e  to  b e  

d e te r re d ,  K au fm a n  w o rk e d  a t o d d  jo b s  a n d  e v e n  so ld  

h is  b lo o d  to  ra ise  e n o u g h  m o n e y  to  h e a d  o u t o n c e  

ag a in . " [A jb o u t f if ty  d o lla rs  a m o n th  w as all F>e n e e d e d ,"  

w ri te s  W e id e n s a u l,  " s le e p in g  o u ts id e  a n d  e a t in g  th e  

c h e a p e s t  fo o d  ( in c lu d in g  d r ie d  c a t  fo o d )  th e  g r o c e r /  

s to re s  c a rrie d "  (2 9 1 ).

In 1973, h av in g  sp e n t less th a n  a th o u sa n d  do lla rs  th e  

en tire  y ea r, K aufm an  su c ce ed ed  in b re a k in g  th e  p rev ious 

"Big Year" w in n er 's  re c o rd  w ith  66 6  sp ec ies—b u t ju s t sh y  

o f th e  66 9  species  seen  th e  sam e y e a r  b y  an  eq u a lly  obses- 

sive—if less e c c e n tr ic —bird er, F loyd  M u rd o c h י.

M u rd o c h , a so n  o f p ro m in e n t A d v en tis t ed u c a to rs  W . 

G . C . M u rd o c h  a n d  R u th  R. M u rd o c h , calls h im se lf  a 

"fru stra ted  o rn ith o lo g is t."  A n ex p e r t fie ld  n a tu ra lis t a n d  

c h a r te r  m e m b e r  o f th e  ABA, h e  esch ew s re d u c tio n is t sci- 

en ce . U n lik e  K aufm an , th o u g h , h e  stu ck  w ith  sch o o l an d
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la b o r  o f lo v e  ju m p -s ta r te d  w ith  h is  o w n  re so u rc e s , a 

p ro je c t  u n d e r ta k e n  o n  b e h a lf  o f  th e  u n d e r s e rv e d  H is -  

p a n ic  A m e ric a n  c o m m u n ity .

O f a Feather is n o t  a b o u t  A d v e n tis ts  a n d  b ird in g ,  so  

W e id e n s a u l u n d e r s ta n d a b ly  o v e r lo o k s  m a n y  o th e r  Sev- 

e n th -d a y  A d v e n tis ts  w h o  h a v e  c o n t r ib u te d  s ig n if ic a n t ly  

to  b ird  a p p re c ia t io n  a n d  o r n i th o lo g y .8 E rn e s t S. B o o th  

( 1 9 1 5 -8 4 ) ,  an  av id  b ird e r ,  f o u n d e d  th e  f irs t A d v e n tis t  

g ra d u a te  p ro g ra m  in b io lo g y  a n d  th e  m a rin e  b io lo g ic a l  

s ta t io n  a t W a lla  W a lla  C o lle g e . F o r m a n y  y e a rs  h e  ra n  a 

b u s in e ss  o u t  o f  h is  h o m e , O u td o o r  P ic tu re s , w h ic h  spe - 

c ia liz e d  in  s lid e  se ts  o n  n a tu ra l h is to ry  su b je c ts , m u se - 

u m  s p e c im e n s  fo r  s c h o o ls ,  a n d  

n a tu re  p u b lic a t io n s . H e  p u b lis h e d  

tw o  b ird  g u id e s  a n d  w ro te  a h ig h  

s c h o o l b io lo g y  te x t  u s e d  w id e ly  in 

A d v e n tis t  s c h o o ls .

C . R oy  S m ith  (1 9 2 6 -9 4 ) ,  w h o  

ta u g h t b io lo g y  fo r m a n y  y ea rs  a t 

A n d rew s A cad em y , w as o n e  o f M ich i-  

gan 's p rem ie r  b ird e rs  a n d  c o a u th o r  of 

th e  Bird Finding Guide to Michigan. E d g ar

O . G ru n d s e t (1 9 2 1 -9 9 ) ,  an  en th u sias- 

tic  b ird e r  a n d  lo n g - tim e  p ro fe sso r o f 

b io lo g y  a t S o u th e rn  M iss io n a ry  C o l-  

leg e  ( la te r  S o u th e rn  A d v en tis t U n iv e r-  

sity ), in sp ired  m a n y  y o u n g  p e o p le  to  

tak e  u p  b ird in g . A sa T h o re se n  

(1 9 3 0 —20 0 6 ), lo n g tim e  p ro fe sso r o f 

b io lo g y  a t A n d rew s U n iv ers ity , w as a 

re c o g n iz e d  e x p e r t o n  th e  b io lo g y  o f 

alcids, a fam ily  o f seab irds; h is Auks of 
the World w ill so o n  b e  p u b lish ed  

p o sth u m o u sly .

C h r is  H a n e y ,  g ra d u a te  o f  S o u th -  

e rn  C o l le g e  a n d  c h ie f  s c ie n t is t  a n d  

v ic e -p re s id e n t  a t  D e fe n d e rs  o f 

W ild life , h as  p u b lis h e d  e x te n s iv e ly  

o n  th e  e c o lo g y  o f  m a r in e  a n d  te rre s -  

tr ia l b ird s . F lo y d  H a y e s , p ro fe s s o r  o f 

b io lo g y  a t P ac ific  U n io n  C o l le g e  

a n d  c o a u th o r  o f  Birds of Trinidad and 

Tobago, h a s  p u b lis h e d  s c o re s  o f  te c h -  

n ica l a n d  p o p u la r  p a p e rs  o n  

C a r ib b e a n  b ird s  a n d  o th e r  w ild life . 

C h e ry l  T r in e , w h o  e a rn e d  a d o c to r -

Fo r  h is part, K au fm an  has a b a n d o n e d  lis tin g  alto - 

g e th e r  an d  d e d ic a te d  h is life to  w ritin g , ed itin g , 

a n d  in tro d u c in g  n o v ices  to  th e  jo y s  o f b ird in g  

an d  n a tu re . H e  says w e n e e d  "a lo t m o re  p e o p le  

w h o  h a d  m a y b e  seen  a y e llo w  w arb le r  an d  w h o  u n d er- 

s to o d  th a t  th e re  w as a c o n n e c t io n  b e tw e e n  th is  a ttrac tiv e  

b ird  an d  its n ee d  fo r h a b i ta t” (295).

A  q u ic k  tr ip  to  A m a z o n .c o m  a n d  y o u 'll d is c o v e r  a 

sm a ll c o n s te l la t io n  o f b o o k s  b y  K au fm a n  th a t  e n c o u r-  

a g e  th e  a p p re c ia t io n  a n d  id e n tif ic a t io n  o f  b ird s , b u t te r -  

flies, in se c ts , a n d  m a m m a ls . H is  r e c e n tly  p u b lis h e d  

Kaufman Guia de Campo a las Aves de Norteamerica w as a



A Few Birding Resources for Adventists
5̂7* Find Adventist birders in your area or around the world, post 

trip reports, or just chat with fellow enthusiasts at a new Web site:
The Peregrine Net—An International Web Club for Adventist Birders and 
Friends. Join the club at <www.peregrinenet.org>.

Birders from all over the world visit the bird sanctuary right 
on the campus of Pacific Adventist University, Papua New Guinea. For a 
checklist of campus birds, visit Mike Tarburton's "Bird Checklists for 468 
Melanesian Islands" at <www.birdsofmelanesia.net/>.

Take a class at Pacific Union College's Albion Field Station on 
the Mendocino coast, and enjoy the birds in nearby tide pools and estu- 
aries. For more information on this summer's art and photography class- 
es, go to <www.puc.edu/Albion/Albion_2008/>.

The nature center at Mt. Aetna Camp and Retreat Center, out- 
side Flagerstown, Maryland, has a huge assortment of stuffed animals, 
birds, insects, and reptiles from all over the world. Drop by and you may 
run into Floyd Murdoch, who worked to establish and maintain the cen- 
ter. Visit <www.mtaetnacamp.com> for information and reservations.

The World Museum of Natural History at La Sierra Univer- 
sity contains a Southeast Asian bird display—the largest of its kinds in 
the U. S. The museum also showcases collections of amphibians, reptiles, 
mammals, gems, minerals, and petrified wood. Find out more at 
<www.lasierra.edu/centers/wmnh/>.

Notes and References
1. In the updated lexicon of bird enthusiasts, the old term bird- 

watcher has been replaced by the term birder. Similarly, birdwatching 
has been replaced by birding. See pages 284 and 302.

2. Although, as Weidensaul notes, birding has yet to become popu- 
lar among non-Caucasians. See pages 298-302.

3. Retrieved March 10, 2008, from <www.americanbirding.org/ 
index.html>.

4. Retrieved March 10, 2008, from <www.utc.edu/Academic/ 
SchoolPsychology/FacultyandStaff.phpx

5. The following book details Kaufman's adventures during his "Big 
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