
HAMPSHIRE BIRD CLUB 
February, 1995 

"Drippery then slippery, Good time for a Florida Trippery". 

No, I don't claim authorship, but I have been seduced by the message and will be 
taking off for the Everglades soon which is why this letter is so early. The quote 
is from The Old Farmer's Almanac, February, 1995. 

IMPORTANT 1994 NEWS ITEMS 
you may have missed 

Barbara Ann (Boopsie) Boopstein, wife of ex-football great B.D. in Garry 
Trudeau's Doonesbury, rummages through her closet searching for the perfect ensemble 
to wear should she be needed as alternate juror in the O.J. Simpson trial. The 
color is of utmost importance because Hunk-Ra (the entity channeled through Boopsie) 
will appear only when she wears the proper hues. As the trial unfolds in '95, 
prepare for word from the great beyond. 

Sadly, after 45 years of marriage, Dick Tracy and his wife, the former Tess 
Trueheart, have parted company. It is reported that Dick had spent the evening 
saving a luscious-looking fashion designer from attack. Upon arriving home at 
midnight he found a Tess-less house and a note informing him that his dinner was in 
the freezer. One reporter speculates that maybe it happened because he wouldn't 
take his hat off in the house. (I've often wondered about that.) 

IMPORTANT FEBRUARY. 1995 BIRD NEWS ITEMS 
you will not wish to miss 

PROGRAMS 

A warm reminder of spring will take the chill off a wintry February 13th night 
when bird songs will be heard at the Hitchcock Center as the subject of Don 
Kroodsma's presentation, "The Amazing Variety of Birdsong -- Wrens, Chickadees, 
Warblers and More". We are fortunate to have Don living in our midst and working 
our slide projector (for the fourth time). His work with birdsong is 
internationally recognized, and you don't have to thumb through many birding 
magazines before finding an article he has written on the subject. He is an 
excellent teacher and I am sure that you will come away from the evening with 
knowledge and an appreciation of Don's work plus the satisfaction of having enjoyed 
yourself. 

Save these dates: 

March 13: Dick Walton of the audio tape Birding by Ear fame will help us to 
know what we are hearing in a program entitled "Birding by Ear --
Grassland Species". 

April 10: TBA 
May 8: TBA 
June 12: Hold on to your hats (or is our Valley really ready for this?): Julio 

de la Torre will be returning to our club with an update on Owls. 



FIELD TRIPS 

1/28: Falmouth to Plymouth for Waterfowl with Al Richards (665-2761). 
2/4: Birding Southeast Maine with Scott Surner (253-7486) 
2/18: Winter birds in the Berkshires with Tom Gagnon (584-6353). 
3/4: Southeastern Massachusetts with Jim Marcum (549-1613) 

HITCHCOCK CENTER OFFERINGS 
(call the Center at 256-6006 for more information) 

If you are not a member of the Center or have not picked up their winter 
Newsletter, I urge you to get one and read about all the marvelous program 
opportunities being offered. The winter theme is Biodiversity referring to the 
attraction we feel to the many manifestations of life on earth (beautifully 
explained in the Newsletter). Programs ranging in subjects from "Biodiversity and 
Conservation Biology" to "Meteorites" to "Haiti" to "Galapagos" are really just a 
sampling. Of specific birding interest: 

Bird Seed Orders are due by Friday. January 20. Pick up date is Saturday, 
January 28, (9:00 am - 1:00 pm). 

Saturday, February 4 "Birds in Their Habitats" a performance for ages K - 6 and 
the family by Henry Lappen, Naturalist/Performer. Through mime and story-telling, 
using masks he has crafted himself, Lappen brings awareness and appreciation of the 
diversity to be found in our local bird life. 

Thursday evening, March 2 "Conservation of Cliff Swallows" presented by Mara 
Silver, Field Ornithologist. The program describes her work with a swallow colony 
in Williamsburg at Massachusetts Audubon's Graves Farm. 

MISCELLANEOUS 

Enclosed is the 1994-1995 membership list as of January 15. If you find 
errors, please let me know (549-1098). 

Bird News of Western Massachusetts subscribers can be expecting the first issue 
to arrive in late winter. The Winter, 1995, issue contains the records for the 
Fall, 1994. 

I am extremely happy to announce that I finally got the New Members' Packet 
together and it is being sent this week. If you are a new member and you don't 
receive it soon, please give me a call. Included in the Packet are the By-laws, the 
Dead Bird Sheet (Does anybody have a use for this dead bird?), a copy of the ABA 
Code of Birding Ethics and the HBC Field Trip Policy sheet, an HBC library 
information sheet and a copy of Scott Surner's favorite game -- The Eight Question 
Birding Game, or "How to Keep Your Friends While Showing Off Your Birding Knowledge" 
as told to and translated by Lynn Rubinstein. Should anyone desire an extra copy of 
any of these, I'll always have them at the meetings or would be happy to send one to 
you. 



SOS-HELP-SOS-PLEASE-SOS-HELP-SOS 

As an incorporated organization we are in the process of complying with the 
legal obligations required should we decide to file for a non-profit status. Is 
there a kind, accommodating soul out there with bookkeeping or accounting experience 
-- someone perhaps who has worked with other non-profit organizations •in this 
capacity, or someone who would simply be interested in the process? We have the 
forms and the information but would like to find someone willing to walk us through 
it? Please call Jan Ortiz (549-1768) if you can help us. 

Simply because winter can seem ever so long, even early in January, I offer you 
some celebratory opportunities you may not have noted on your calendars. As always 
here is something for everyone. 

January is pretty straight but not completely without possibilities. For ekample --
1/18 -- Peter Mark Roget, author of Roget's Thesaurus was born in 1779. 

"Felicitous Natal Commemoration, Pete, and Plenteously Pleurativer 
1/28 -- National Kazoo Day. Perfect tool for the discriminating celehr'ant 

preparing for -- 
-1‘

1/31 -- when we usher in the Chinese New Year. It is the Year of the Pig 4693. 
With a marker draw nostrils on the bottom of a small paper cup, attach 
string for ties and fasten around your head. Voila -- your own pig snout! 
Go to a restaurant and order a plate of grits with mashed potatoes, 
biscuits and gravy with a side order of macaroni and cheese. See if 
anyone notices. 

And in February: 
2/7 -- Tess walked out on Dick Tracy a year ago (see under IMPORTANT 1994 NEWS 

ITEMS above.) 
2/21 -- On this date in 1866 Lucy B. Hobbs became the first female dentist in 

the U.S. To mark the day you might wish to look in a mirror and count 
your teeth. 

In case I don't have the chance to remind you in the next letter: 
3/6 -- Be sure to raise a glass of milk to the Oreo Cookie, for on this date 83 

years ago the very first Oreo was sold from a small store in Hoboken, New 
Jersey. You might call it an eighty-third "Oreo-versary?" 

And finally, a new year's word of hope inspired by Northampton's new Words & 
Pictures Museum: 

May the gargoyles be with you ---

Sb94..\

Sally Venman, Secretary 

See you in February! 



Raillery 

a review by David A. Spector of 
Shadowbirds: A Quest for Rails 
by William Burt 
Lyons and Burford, New York, 1994. 

Marshes are places of soft vistas of grass greens and 
browns, with a scattering of colorful flowers; they are places 
rife with green-heads, mosquitoes, and sand flies; they are 
places where one can walk easily into an in-between world of 
land and water; they are places where one can unexpectedly and 
suddenly sink deep into a soft spot of mud; they are places with 
a wonderful array of sparrows, snipe, bitterns, wrens, and 
rails. This is the habitat in which William Burt has spent many 
hours in pursuit of rails, rail nests, and rail photographs, 
hours that he shares in his book Shadowbirds. Like the marshes 
themselves this book offers pleasant vistas and delightful 
birds; also like the marshes the book offers its share of 
annoyances and soft spots. 

For anyone who has ever searched, successfully or 
unsuccessfully, for rails this book will evoke memories and 
serve as an inspiration for future searches. The author 
demonstrates that the two species on which he focuses the book, 
the Black Rail and the Yellow Rail, can be seen by, be 
photographed by, and become familiar birds to one who takes the 
necessary time and effort. The results of the author's time and 
effort evident in this book are a few well-chosen photographs of 
the King, Clapper, Virginia, Sora, Yellow, and Black Rails and 
well-described memories of the birds and their marshes. Those 
rails called "coot," "gallinule," or "moorhen" are not included. 
A few photographs of marshes, marsh birds, egg-collectors of 
earlier generations, people who helped Burt on his rail quests, 
and towns in Yellow Rail country further suggest the birds, 
their habitat, and the author's hunts. 

Natural historians write not about nature, but about their 
experience of nature; the extent to which a reader experiences 
vicarious pleasure from an author's encounters with nature 
depends in part on the extent to which the reader can identify 
with the author. Some authors provide a consistent personal 
voice for ready identification, and others attempt to minimize 
their personal intrusion on the narrative with the use of the 
third person. Burt seems to have trouble finding his rhetorical 
voice as evidenced by his frequent switches among first, second, 
and third person to describe his own activity. When Burt's 
personality does intrude it is such as to turn off some reader's. 
"Fiftyish" women might or might not be relieved to know that 
Burt considers at least one among them to be "well-kept," and 
they might speculate on whether Burt himself will be well-kept 
three years from now when he turns 50. Partisans of birds other 
than rails or of habitats other than marshes might or might not 
be amused by Burt's disparaging remarks towards ravens, 
warblers, buntings, spruce woods, etc. 

Predictably most annoying to this reader, an ornithologist, 
was Burt's attack on science in general and on ornithology in 



particular. Much of his attack on science seems curious. The 
bulk of the attack comes a page after he asserts that his 
knowledge of the scientific name of the Yellow Rail is part of 
the basis of his smug superiority over two "unshaven teenage 
rustics in a rusty, fender-flapping Datsun." Burt thus seems to 
value the exclusivity that comes with knowledge of esoteric 
jargon. He finds some scientific prose dry and poorly written, 
attributes that do not separate science from any other field, 
and which do not apply to many scientists (Niko Tinbergen, 
Stephen Jay Gould, Rachel Carson, Vincent Dethier, Dillon 
Ripley, and many others come to my mind). 

Burt dislikes ornithologists in part because we sometimes 
harm the objects we study. This criticism would ring truer if 
Burt did not repeatedly describe his own tromping through the 
marshes in pursuit of his quarry, regardless of habitat, birds, 
or eggs that might be underfoot. When Burt stalks a Yellow Rail 
for a trophy photograph there is "no taking your [i.e., Burt's] 
eyes off him to see what you [Burt] are stepping into, or onto, 
even for an instant, or he is lost." Ornithologists often 
report our effects on the birds we study, and for that honesty 
are criticized by the likes of Burt, but the photographer who 
never looks back to see what was trampled can not report and 
thus is above his own criticism. Oddly, though, oOlogists, 
amateur egg collectors from the early part of this century, are 
admired by Burt, regardless of their unfettered collection of 
eggs and nests. Perhaps the oologists are immune from criticism 
because they, unlike many ornithologists, are dead. 

Burt's refinement of .his photographic technique, involving 
long hours of experimentation and intimate knowledge of the 
technology of his equipment, might seem to have an aspect of 
science to it. Burt, though, shares very little of the 
technical side of his craft with the reader, perhaps because it 
would make him seem too scientific. 

Perhaps a key to Burt's hostility to science is his view of 
Black and Yellow Rails as "a phenomenon unexplainable." He is 
thus allied with those who approach nature as mysterious, rather 
than as a set of concrete entities that can be understood, 
explained. Burt's photographs, though, undermine his stance--
could unexplainable, mysterious phenomena be so crisply, 
concretely, and explainably captured on film? This reader 
values those photographs and much of Burt's narrative precisely 
because they serve to make these elusive birds more real, more 
explainable. In spite of his title, Burt does his part, along 
with ornithologists, to take these birds out of the shadows. 

Two birdwatchers can spend an hour together on a marsh and 
come away with very different experiences. One might recall 
primarily the birds, flowers, and grasses, while the other's 
memory is dominated by the mud and mosquitoes. The response to 
William Burt's Shadowbirds will be similarly personal. Some 
readers will remember annoyance at Burt's asides. Other readers 
will come away with a refreshing memory of Burt's striking 
photographs and his intriguing hunts for his trophy photographs 
and, more importantly, for his trophy experiences. 


