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Buena Vista Audubon Society

February General Meeting
Wednesday, February 18

Raptors
of the

Ramona Grasslands
with
Dave Bitner
7 p.m. Social—7:30 p.m. Program
San Diego County birders used to be guilty of overlooking the
grasslands and oak savannahs of our backcountry. While these
specialized habitats offer a wonderfully diverse array of plants and
animals, closer-in coastal haunts, mountain pine forests, or dramatic desert locales seemed to get all the attention. Over the last
two decades, the Wildlife Research Institute in Ramona has been
working hard to open our eyes and change those old prejudices. It
has been quietly conducting research, acquiring land, establishing
large grassland reserves, and conducting it’s popular Hawkwatch
program each winter. A recent Saturday brought out nearly 300
people to view the many species of raptors that winter near
Ramona, and be thrilled by close-up looks of several hawks being
banded and released back into the skies.
Dave Bitner, executive director of the Wildlife Research Insititue,
is our February speaker. Dave has devoted his career to raptor
research and the protection and restoration of the habitat. He has
first-hand knowledge of each golden eagle pair nesting in the
county. In his effort to band adults and chicks of various raptor
species, he has climbed cliffs, suffered wing beatings and talon
swipes, come face-to-face with snakes and regurgitating turkey

Golden Eagle

—by M. Kramerer

vultures—and he has all the scars, stories and pictures to prove it. Come join us for what is sure to
be a very entertaining and informative evening.
Ramona Hawkwatch Field Trip
February 21
See Page 3 for details.

Feature Story in the February Digital Edition

Alger Hiss and the Prothonotary Warbler
A fascinating first-person connection between the infamous Alger Hiss, our very own Dennis
Huckabay, and birding in New York’s Central Park is explored in a story by Dennis featured in
the February digital edition of this newsletter. To read the story, access the February Lagoon
Flyer on our website at: www.bvaudubon.org. From the Homepage, go to “Newsletters” and
click on “February, 2009”. Better yet, sign up to receive your own digital edition each month.
Just send an e-mail to the newsletter editor (akamauro@cox.net) and ask to receive the digital
edition in full color and a week earlier. You’ll also save us the cost of printing and postage!
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Conservation Corner

Recap of an Exciting Day

Flyway Cities Coalition

Oceanside Christmas Bird Count

BVAS is a member of the San Diego Flyway Cities Coalition (FCC), a collaboration of environmental organizations, educational institutions, public agencies, civic
groups, and volunteers. FCC works to enhance wildlife
habitat within the San Diego metropolitan area. San
Diego Audubon Society was selected to coordinate the
program through a grant from the National Wildlife Federation (NWF). The NWF has also launched this program in three additional cities in order to represent the
four major avian migratory flyway corridors (Pacific,
Central, Mississippi, and Atlantic) in
the U.S. Urban areas often represent
“holes” in flyway corridors, as asphalt
and lawns don’t generally offer the food
or shelter required by wildlife.
The program goals are to protect and
restore corriTop Ten Native Plants
Toyon
dors of habi1. Toyon
tat and to foster a committed
2. Lemonade berry
base of active citizens to sus3. Scrub oak
tain and support the campaign
over time. A major barrier to
4. California lilac
establishment of native plant
5. Cleveland sage
gardens is the lack of native
6. Manzanita
plants for purchase at local
7. Dwarf coyote bush
nurseries. In order to address
8. Bush monkey flower
this issue, a “Top Ten” list of
9. California coffeeberry native plant species has been
10. Holly-leaved cherry
developed for San Diego with
the hope that nurseries will
begin stocking these plants. Although these are just a
few of the many native plants that can be used in urban
gardens, these plants are considered easy to grow in gardens, are beneficial to wildlife, and are included in the
County’s fire resistant plant
list. We hope to profile
each of these plants in upcoming editions of the Lagoon Flyer.
The 28 coalition partners
Scrub Oak
meet to discuss new initiatives that can be implemented by local organizations, and
to share successes in promoting program goals. Participants at the last meeting learned of several programs at
BVAS, including our native plant demonstration garden,
the annual native garden walking tour in Oceanside, and
the Native Plant Club, all overseen by Joan Bockman.
More information about the FCC can be obtained from
their website at: www.flywaycities.org/sandiego.
—Joan Herskowitz

Saturday, December 27, 2008, the day of the Oceanside
Christmas Bird Count, dawned crystal clear and
cold. The temperature was in the mid 30s when 25 teams
of bird counters deployed between 6-7 a.m. Over the
next seven hours, more than 33,000 birds were counted,
comprising at least 193 species.
On the Ocean—As he has been each year for 33 years,
Dave Povey was out in the ocean on his 21-foot fishing
boat counting pelagic species. This year Dave counted
multiple species of loons, grebes, jaegers, gulls, and
terns. He also found three species of alcids, including
rhinoceros auklet, Cassin’s auklet, and common murre.
Some Interesting Birds—A
zone-tailed hawk, rare in San
Diego County, was seen
gliding over Camp Pendleton. These hawks look remarkably like turkey vultures. Small animals have
Zone-tailed hawk —S. Streit
learned to ignore the harmless turkey vultures (who don’t catch live prey) and often
fail to notice the zone-tailed hawk until it’s too late. An
adult yellow-bellied sapsucker, a bird seldom seen this
close to the coast, was found at Guajome Lake in the
same trees where a juvenile of this species spent the winter last year (perhaps the same bird returning?). In the
same area was a red-breasted sapsucker, uncommon for
Oceanside. Both of these species of woodpeckers prefer
the Peruvian pepper trees in the park. They drill neatlyspaced rows of holes in the tree bark, then return periodically to feed on the sap that oozes out.
A Rare Find at Buccaneer Park—The sun was shining
and spirits were high as nearly 100 counters filled the
Nature Center for lunch, socializing, and compiling the
count list. Then a phone call came in from a member of
the Oceanside coast team: “We’re looking at a rusty
blackbird at Buccaneer Park (less than 2 miles away)!”
The rusty blackbird, a cousin to our common Brewer’s
blackbird, had not been seen in San Diego County for
more than 20 years. The rusty blackbird represented a
life bird for some, a state bird for others, and a county
bird for many. (See Page 6 for a photo.) Since the find,
birders from all over Southern California have been making pilgrimages to Oceanside to see the rusty blackbird,
where it just might spend the balance of the winter.
Thanks to All—We greatly appreciate the contributions
of all who participated. A big thank you goes to Nature
Center Manager Annette Schneider and the Buena Vista
Audubon volunteers for hosting, feeding and cleaning up
after our bird counters.
—Terry Hunefeld
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Upcoming Trips—February
Sat.—Feb. 7—8 a.m.—Whelan Lake Monthly Bird Count. Whelan Lake is a bird sanctuary, with a freshwater lake and riparian
edge habitat. Directions: I-5 to Hwy. 76. East on Hwy. 76. Turn left at Douglas and continue to light at North River Rd. Turn left
and meet at the cul-de-sac at the end of the road by the entrance gate. Leader: John Haddock, 760-941-7824.
Sun.—Feb. 8—8 a.m.—Lake Hodges. Lake Hodges is a scenic reservoir with oak woodland, grassland, riparian, and aquatic
habitat. Regularly seen birds include multiple species of grebes, ducks, gnatcatchers, raptors, and sparrows. Some walking involved on good dirt paths. Car pooling from La Costa Park and Ride at 7:15 a.m. or take the Del Dios Hwy. to Lake Hodges and
meet at 8 a.m. in the parking lot across from Hernandez’ Hideaway Restaurant on Lake Drive. Leader: Steve Brad, 760-633-1639.
Sat.—Feb. 14—9 a.m.—San Elijo Lagoon. Join BVAS members and San Elijo Lagoon docents on the regular monthly nature
hike at this ecological reserve featuring tidal mudflats, coastal wetlands, and five other distinct plant and animal communities. Directions: I-5 to Lomas Santa Fe. West to N. Rios Ave. Right to cul-de-sac at end of road. No facilities.
Sat—Feb. 21—9 a.m. —Ramona Hawkwatch. The Ramona grasslands attract a great variety of raptors, including prairie falcons, ferruginous hawks, and golden eagles, to name only a few. This is our annual trip to the Wildlife Research Institute, where
we’ll join the guided tour in search of raptors in the area, and then return to the research center to view the exhibits and see demonstrations of hawk banding and eagle tracking. The Institute is located at 18030 Highland Valley Rd. in Ramona. For those coming
on Hwy. 78, turn right on Main St. (Hwy. 67) and continue to Highland Valley Rd. Turn right (north). After 2 miles look for the
Institute sign on the right near the intersection of Highland Valley and Rangeland. After the Hawkwatch we will continue birding
at nearby Dos Picos County Park ($3 fee/car). There are picnic tables and restrooms at the park. Plan on a picnic lunch at the park
or on having lunch in Ramona. For carpooling, meet at the Nature Center at 8 a.m. Leader: Andy Brumbaugh, 760-434-3334.
Sat.—Feb. 28—8 a.m.—Buena Vista Lagoon Bird Count. Freshwater wetland. Directions: I-5 to 78 East. Exit Jefferson. Turn
right and take another immediate right onto Lagoon View Dr. Go to end of road. Leader: Joan Fountain, 760-729-1379.
Sat.—Feb. 28—8:30-10:30 a.m.—Basic Birding Class at the Buena Vista Lagoon Landing. Directions: I-5 to Hwy. 78. Exit
Jefferson. Turn right and go to stoplight. Turn right and park in Landing parking lot on the right hand side of road. Leader: Tom
Troy, 760-967-6915.

Basic Birding Class Sets Records
With a little help from duck expert Jim Pea, leader Tom
Troy and the Basic Birding Class had its best day ever
during December’s Christmas Bird Count. Over 50 participants logged 61 species in 4 hours as they spread out
around the south and west sides of Buena Vista Lagoon.
Records were set for the most participants and the most
bird species seen in an outing since the group first started
its monthly walks three years ago.
The highlight of the morning may have been when all 50
observers and multiple scopes were positioned on a bluff
overlooking the lagoon. Across the way, lined up in a
neat row, were a great blue heron, great egret, snowy
egret, and black-crowned night heron. It was a
"textbook" moment, perfect for comparing those various
species of “waders”. Just then a male cinnamon teal
paddled into the picture and everyone went wild.
The Basic Birding
Class meets every
last Saturday of
the month at 8:30
a.m. at the Buena
Vista Landing.
The next class is
Saturday, February 28. See above
for directions.
Tom Troy and the Basic Birding Class

North Dakota Birding
Join BVAS on a trip to the “Potholes &
Prairie Birding Festival”, June 3-7, in
Jamestown, North Dakota. We’ll look
for gray partridge, sharp-tailed grouse,
greater prairie-chicken, upland sandpiper, and a host of
grassland sparrows and raptors. We’ll also see a number
of familiar species that regularly winter in San Diego, all
decked out in breeding plumage and full of song. We’ll
take advantage of the specialty tours offered at the festival, so early registration for this trip is a must. Cost of
the trip will be about $700 for the festival and all related
expenses, plus approximately $450 for roundtrip airfare
from San Diego. A $307 deposit is required to hold your
festival reservation, with the balance due by April 1.
We’ll have a meeting in late February or early March to
process our registration. Please call Andy Brumbaugh at
760-434-3334 (or e-mail at: andybbirder@yahoo.com)
to express your interest and for more information.

Pelagic Birding
Website

Field Trip Info Line

www.socalbirding.com

Call the BVAS recorded line
for last-minute changes or
special information about
scheduled field trips.

Sponsored by BVAS

(760) 688-0660

Tips, Pics, and Trips
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Preschool Nature Storytime
Little Bear has loved the warm days,
but the cold nights are telling him it's
time to hibernate once again. Mama
Bear said most of his cousins in the
north are already settled in for their
long winter's sleep. Come to Storytime at 10 a.m. on Monday, January 26, to find out what
Little Bear thinks about going to sleep in that big ol' cave.
Please call Mary Ellen with any Storytime questions.
—Mary Ellen, 760-918-6622

Artists at the Lagoon
As the Lagoon Flyer was going to press, the BVAS Nature
Center was scheduled to serve as the staging area for a
“paint out” opportunity for local artists on January 31, from
1-4 p.m. Painters, sketchers, and photographers who had
pre-registered will be using their particular styles of art to
capture the beauty of the Buena Vista Lagoon and its wildlife. Later this spring we hope to have a special exhibit at
the Nature Center featuring the artistic impressions of the
Buena Vista Lagoon that were created during January’s
“paint out” event.
—Beverly Stuber, OMA Artist Alliance, 760-732-0399.
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Dennis Huckabay*
757-6437
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Bill Jones*
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Ruddy Duck Club
Nature Center’s Unsung Heroes
At our January meeting Buena Vista Audubon was honored to welcome Genentech to our growing roster of
Ruddy Duck Club members. Perhaps you saw the photos
of a happy and very
muddy group of
volunteers in a recent
issue of the Lagoon Flyer. Thank you Genentech for all
of your hard work on our behalf.
Like most of our Ruddy Duck Club members, the Genentech volunteers are the unsung heroes of the Nature Center. These heroes are from the businesses and corporations who give money, time and in-kind donations to help
us continue our important work. They give generously
and quietly because they believe in us and they appreciate
all that we do to educate people about the environment in
North County.
The most impressive thing about the Ruddy Duck Club is
its incredible diversity. We are proud to have artists, car
dealers, restaurant owners, politicians, carpet cleaners,
window washers, nurseries, nature stores, computer repairmen, contractors, and building supply companies all
among our unsung heroes.
Next month we celebrate the fourth anniversary of the
Ruddy Duck Club and we launch our Spring Campaign. Is it time for your business to become one of our
unsung heroes? For more information on how to become
a Ruddy Duck Club member call Tom Troy at 760-9676915.

Buena Vista Audubon
Nature Center
Tue.-Sat. 10 a.m.-4 p.m.
Sun. 1 p.m.-4 p.m.
Closed Mon.
760-439-2473
2202 South Coast Hwy., Oceanside, CA
East side of street just north of lagoon crossing
Mailing Address:
P.O. Box 480
Oceanside, CA 92049-0480

Website: www.bvaudubon.org
E-mail: bvaudubon@sbcglobal.net
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FRIENDS OF BUENA VISTA AUDUBON MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION
As a Friend of BVAS, I will receive the chapter newsletter, be invited to special events just for Friends and receive a discount on BVAS Gift Shop purchases. 100% of my contribution will go to support the BVAS Nature Center and its educational programs. Minimum donation required: $25.
Friends Membership: New ____ Renewal ____
I would like to donate $ 25 ___ $50 ___ $ 100 ___ Other: ___

Name____________________________
Address__________________________
City, State, Zip ___________________
Phone___________________________

I’d like to get my Lagoon Flyer
a week earlier, in full color, and
save BVAS the cost of printing and
postage. Please e-mail me the monthly
digital edition of the newsletter.

E-mail___________________________
Please bill my VISA or MC: Card # ________________CRN # _____

Buena Vista Native Plant Club
February 15
2 p.m.—Nature Center

The Native Plant Club meets on the third Sunday of every
month. This month we’ll be potting up cuttings of native
plants from the gardens for transplanting later in the spring.
Join us and help our native gardens grow! For information
about native plant gardening visit: www.bvaudubon.org.
Don’t miss “Monday Mornings with the Natives”. Joan
Bockman and Debra Buroughs invite interested gardeners
to join them on Monday mornings at 9 a.m. at the Nature
Center for some casual gardening and friendly chatter.

Make Checks Payable to:

Buena Vista Audubon Society
P.O. Box 480
Oceanside, CA 92049

Thank You!

Fox Family Bequest Received
We are honored to announce that BVAS has received a
significant bequest from the Fox Family Trust. The legacy gift of $47,500 has been deposited in our Endowment
Fund, where the annual earnings will provide ongoing
support for the Nature Center and other BVAS programs.
Longtime Audubon member Margaret Fox passed away
in April, 2008. Her husband, Lloyd, passed away in
1998.
The Board wishes to express its deep appreciation for the
Foxes’s dedication to the cause of nature education and
conservation in our community, and for the trust they
placed in BVAS to further that mission on their behalf.

February 13-16

Great Backyard Bird Count
Once again we’re all invited to participate in the
annual Great Backyard Bird Count, led by Audubon and the Cornell Lab of Ornithology. Over the
4-day holiday weekend from February 13-16, anyone can count birds from wherever they are and
enter their tally online at www.birdcount.org. You’ve been training all
those scrub jays, mourning doves, and house finches to come to your
feeders over the years. Now it’s time to reap a little credit for your investment! You can count birds for as little as 15 minutes on one of the
days, or go crazy with some marathon bird watching on all 4 days—it’s
up to you. Check out the website to learn how to participate and get
identification tips, photos, bird sounds, maps, and information on over
500 bird species. Do you have a favorite park where you like to bird?
How many birds do you have on your backyard list? What better way to
celebrate Valentine’s Day than going birding with your sweetheart.

Send us your bird list! E-mail your Great Backyard Bird Count yard
list to us at: akamauro@cox.net. Like last year, we’ll highlight the person with the most species, as well as any unusual birds seen, in an upcoming edition of the Lagoon Flyer. Your photos are welcome, too!

Home-schooler’s Guide Now Available

Project FeederWatch
The Cornell School of Ornithology offers a
free guide for those wishing to incorporate
the highly successful Project FeederWatch
program into their home-schooling curriculum. The guide will lead you through birdrelated activities that promote learning
across many disciplines, including science,
math, history, and the arts.
To download the guide, or for more information about Project FeederWatch in general,
visit www.FeederWatch.org.
Of course, there are
also a number of excellent free exhibits and
other resources available at the Nature Center to help make your
nature-oriented home-schooling lessons fun
and rewarding. Stop by and check us out!

Ramona Raptors

Happy Valentine’s Day

Talk: Feb. 18—Walk: Feb. 22
See Page 1.
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QUICK CALENDAR
Mon. Feb. 2—Nature Guides—10 a.m.
Fri. Feb. 6—Board Meeting—9 a.m.
Sat. Feb. 7—Whelan Lake—8 a.m.
Sun. Feb 8—Lake Hodges Bird Trip—8 a.m.
Fri-Mon. Feb 13-16—Great Backyard Bird Count
Sat. Feb. 14—San Elijo Lagoon —9 a.m.
Sun. Feb. 15—Native Plant Club—2 p.m.
Wed. Feb. 18—Raptors of Ramona Grasslands—7 p.m.
Sat. Feb. 21—Ramona Hawkwatch—9 a.m.
Mon. Feb. 23—Nature Storytime—10 a.m.
Sat. Feb. 28—B.V. Lagoon Count—8 a.m.
Sat. Feb. 28—Basic Birding—8:30 a.m.

We

Birds!
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A (Rare) Rusty Blackbird
A total of 193 species of birds was tallied during the
Oceanside Christmas Bird Count in December. A major
highlight was a rusty blackbird found by Stan Walens at
Buccaneer Park in Oceanside. Distinguished from the
common Brewer’s blackbird by its rusty feather edges,
this blackbird nests in trees near bogs within the boreal
forests of Canada and Alaska and winters in southeastern
U.S. It is a rare winter visitor to San Diego, with only
six previous records. Until last month, it had been over
20 years since this species had been sighted in San
Diego. The find was quite a feather for Stan’s cap!

March 5-8, 2009
featuring

David Allen Sibley
For Festival brochure and
registration information:

sandiegoaudubon.org
619-682-7200

—by Tom Blackman
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WARBLERS WORM THEIR WAY INTO HISTORY
By Dennis Huckabay

“Yesterday I thought I heard a brief ‘purity’ – the bluebird’s call.”
(Letter from Alger Hiss to his family from Lewisburg Federal Prison, March 19, 1953)

History was made here in November when
two Buena Vista Audubon stalwarts spotted
two eastern warblers almost never seen in
San Diego County. Both were seen at or
near San Elijo Lagoon. Steve Brad, known
to many of us as a leader of our field trips,
saw a worm-eating warbler, and Terry Hunefeld, who developed and oversees a hugely
popular pelagic birding program for BVAS,
saw a prothonotary warbler. Neither warbler
was ever recorded here prior to the 1960s,
and there have been only a few sightings of
the birds since then. Both are birds of the
eastern forests. Worm-eating warblers, sparrow-like, ground-nesting birds, can be found
during the summer breeding season on
wooded Appalachian hillsides from southern
New England to the Gulf States, foraging in
shrubs and subcanopy layers for insects, spiders, caterpillars, and slugs (not worms).
They winter in forests of
southern Mexico and
along the Caribbean
slope of Central America
south to Panama.

Prothonotary Warbler at San Elijo Lagoon

Prothonotary warblers got
their name in the Eighteenth
Century from Louisiana CreWorm-eating warbler oles who thought the birds’
—E. Kallen plumage resembled the
golden robes of the protonotarius, a scribe or notary public in Catholic ecclesiastical courts. A more apt name might be the
“golden swamp warbler”, both for the males’ brilliant golden head and chest and the bird’s partiality to flooded forests and bottomlands in the
Southeast. Prothonotary warblers winter mainly
in mangrove swamps and coastal tropical forests
of Cost Rica, Panama and Colombia.

—E. Kallen

Prothonotary warblers figured in the history of the
Cold War. Birder Alger Hiss was accused in 1948
of being a Communist spy in the 1930s. A graduate of Johns Hopkins and Harvard Law, Hiss went
to Washington in the early years of Roosevelt’s
New Deal to serve in the Agricultural Adjustment
Administration, an agency established to help
farmers weather the Depression. From there he
went on to the State Department and accompanied
FDR to Yalta in 1945 to prepare with Churchill
and Stalin the geopolitical configuration of the
post-World War II world. Hiss then served as the
United Nations’ first Secretary General when the
worldwide organization was set up in San Francisco in 1945, and went on to become President of
the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace
in 1947.
1.

Lagoon Flyer

—Special Supplement—

In 1948, before the House Un-American Activities
Committee (HUAC), Whittaker Chambers accused
Hiss of being a Communist in the 1930s, and swore
that Hiss, while a State Department official, had
given Chambers secret Government papers. Chambers, an apostate Communist, had been a member
of the Party from 1925 to 1938. He alleged that he
had known Hiss and his wife intimately in the
1930s and had been a guest in their home. Among
other things, he revealed that Hiss and his wife
were enthusiastic birders. Here is Chambers’ testimony to the Committee on August 7, 1948:

February, 2009

word to say an ornithologist because I am pretty
amateur, but I have been interested in it since I was
in Boston. I think anyone who knows me would
know that.
Congressman McDowell:
prothonotary warbler?

Did you ever see a

Hiss: I have, right here on the Potomac. Do you
know that place?
Nixon: Have you ever seen one?

HUAC Research Director
Ben Mandel: Did Mr.
Hiss have any hobbies?

Hiss:
(Ignoring Nixon).
Did you see it in the same
place?

Chambers: Yes he did.
They both (Hiss and his
wife) had the same hobby
– amateur ornithologists,
bird observers.
They
used to get up early in the
morning … to observe
birds. I recall once they
saw, to their great excitement, a prothonotary
warbler.

McDowell:
Arlington.

I saw one in

Hiss: They come back and
nest in those swamps. Beautiful yellow head, a gorgeous bird.

As Chambers later said:
“(T)he prothonotary warbler, (is) a bird little bigger
than a half-dollar whose
name many people hesitate
Congressman
John
to pronounce, and which I
McDowell, Republican
have never seen. It was that
from New Jersey and also
beautiful bird, glimpsed in a
a birder: A very rare
moment of wonder, one
specimen?
summer morning some
Hiss testifies before the House committee
fourteen years before, that
Chambers: I never saw
first clinched the Committee’s conviction that I
one. I am also fond of birds.
must have known Alger Hiss.”
On August 16 Hiss was called by the Committee to
respond to Chambers’ accusations of familiarity. Hiss denied that he had ever been a Communist.
Unaware of Chambers’ earlier testimony, Hiss re- Based on testimony about Hiss’s birding and other
information that Chambers proffered about Hiss
sponded to the Committee’s loaded questions:
and his family that only an intimate associate
Congressman Richard Nixon, Republican from would be expected to know, Hiss was indicted for
California: Is your wife interested in ornithology? perjury. His first trial ended in a hung jury in
1949. Tried again, Hiss was convicted in 1950 and
Hiss: My wife is interested in ornithology, as I am, sentenced to five years in the Federal Penitentiary
through my interest. Maybe I am using too big a at Lewisburg, Pennsylvania.
2.
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Hiss spent 44 months in prison, walking out
just after Thanksgiving, 1954. Decades later,
when writing his autobiography, he could bring
to mind only a solitary moment of joy from his
years in Lewisburg – a morning when, on the
way to his storeroom job in the spring of 1952,
he saw and heard a rose-breasted grosbeak
singing from the top of the only tree in the
prison yard:
“What would have been an exciting event for
me at any time brought a surge of intense enjoyment. The bird’s song was lengthy and repeated more than once. A small group gathered, watching and listening silently. When the
grosbeak finished, no one spoke as we went to
our workplaces. I was refreshed; my senses
were sharpened as if by a great aesthetic experience. I cannot think of another time when
my spirits were so lifted that I was oblivious to
my grim, oppressive surroundings.”

Whittaker Chambers, confessed spy and Hiss’s accuser.

Hiss’s son Tony has written a memoir of his father,
using his father’s letters from prison – three-aweek, two pages long, all that were allowed – to
tell the story of Alger Hiss’s life and of his own
experience as a young boy swept up in the turmoil
of the trial that marked the opening of the Cold
War. Here is one of Hiss’s letters to his family
(April 7, 1953), recounting the time in the 1930s
when he first borrowed a friend’s binoculars to
look up at a bird in a forest clearing:
“The first sight through glasses of a resplendent
wild bird is breathtaking. The colors are so brilliant and alive, the bird itself is so contained … and
‘competent’. You see the bird whole, as a fellow
personality – the way his or her ‘friends and relations’ do (at least that is the way it seems!).”
Tony Hiss (nine to twelve years old when his father
was imprisoned) admits that many of his father’s
attempts to yoke his son to “the fixed lights of his
life or the shining discoveries he made at Lewisburg” passed him by. The giant thunderstorms, the
moon, the evening star, or the “full bowl of the
sky”, which Hiss could observe from his prison
window, left his son with no special feelings of

kinship.
“I actively rebelled against birdwatching”, writes Tony. It was only later that
Hiss’s son, “clinging to sunsets”, began to reorganize his thinking around the “bright spots” that made
repeated appearances in his father’s letters from
prison.
Tony eventually learned from his father’s letters
that “places needed to be listened to every bit as
carefully as people did”. On August 3, 1952, Hiss
wrote his family from prison that “rewarding observation is not the result of a rare ‘something
worth looking at’, but comes to one who is
‘capable of seeing’ the constant and ubiquitous
marvels of life”. Despite Hiss’s assertion that the
pleasures of everyday Nature are better than the
rare “something worth looking at”, he apparently
was a ‘lister”. On October 24, 1954, he added
three species to his “Lewisburg list” (a hermit
thrush, a jay’s cry and “a visible and audible
chickadee”.
Hiss came out of prison, his career in ruins. In
New York, he lived on his wife’s work at a bookstore and the $10,000 advance for his book on the
case (In the Court of Public Opinion, which appeared in 1957 to mixed reviews and poor sales).
3.
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He took a course in touch typing and speed writing
in midtown Manhattan and failed. He found a job
with Feathercombs, Inc., a company that made
women’s hair barrettes of looped piano wire;
Feathercombs was soon driven out of business by a
major manufacturer of plastic hair combs. After
five months of unemployment, when he wished he
could find a job teaching or working with
an emergent African nation as an adviser,
he found a job in 1960 selling stationery
and printing in Manhattan, a job he kept
(longer than any other in his life) until he
retired in the late 1970s. It was easy, Hiss
said in his autobiography: “Business executives who received me genially were
looking forward to saying at dinner parties, ‘guess who wants to sell me rubber
bands and paper clips’”.
I met Alger Hiss in the spring of 1968,
just returned from three-and-a-half years
teaching in East Africa. Jane, my college
sweetheart, and I had just married. (Jane
was to die in 1970 of an African cancer,
Burkett’s lymphoma, that she had contracted when she came out to teach and be
with me in Kenya). I was scared that I
would be drafted and sent to Vietnam, but
was told by a college friend working in
New York City for Mayor John Lindsay
that if I moved to New York and taught in
the public schools there I would be assured of a draft deferment. In January
1968 I began teaching at Intermediate
School 201 in East Harlem, a school that
was then deep into a dispute between local parents and the city-wide board of
education. Jane and I signed up for an
evening class at the New School for Social Research on the New Deal, taught by Alger Hiss.
Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society initiatives at the
time were reminiscent of the New Deal, when the
civil rights movement was still multi-racial (I had
gone to Mississippi for Freedom Summer 1964)
and opposition to the war in Vietnam provoked, in
Hiss’s words, “spirited public participation somehow akin to the popular spirit of the mid-1930s”.
Hiss was proud of how he and his New Deal col-
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leagues had stopped the worst ravages of the Depression and set up agencies and policies that, until
the deregulation mania of the last few decades put
us in our present predicament, set the stage for
years of postwar prosperity. At the end of the lectures, discussion continued with Hiss, once or
twice joined by his son Tony, in a nearby Green-

wich Village bar.
One afternoon that spring I came up out of the subway on my way home from a rough day at IS201
and ran into Mr. Hiss at the top of the steps. We
stopped and talked – and talked and talked and
talked – about my experiences of teaching in newly
independent Kenya, about teaching in an inner–city
school and about wresting control of local schools
from the ossified bureaucrats at the city-wide
Board of Education. We also talked about birds.
4.
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Hiss’s son Tony wrote that late in his life his father
became exceptionally good at talking with and listening to much younger people. “For thirty years
and more”, Tony wrote in the late 1990s, “I’ve
been hearing stories, first from people a little older
than me, then from those my age, and finally from
an even larger number ten and twenty years
younger, about how they will never forget that
when they were teenagers, or in college, or working at their first job, how a chance meeting with
Alger taught them to see themselves with a new
purpose.”
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could have so serenely asked his family and friends
to trust him if he were guilty. They stood by him
for the rest of his life while he worked hard for
decades to maintain his integrity and innocence.

Guilty or not, through his public service Alger Hiss
made the world a better place before he was
brought down. The symbolism of the man and his
trials is still compelling, still unresolved in the
court of public opinion. But one small fact does
stand out above the drama, imagery, opinion and
judgment of the man: Alger Hiss loved birds, and
the same prothonotary warbler that helped bring
That certainly was the case with me. All along I him down also provides him vindication.
knew that I wanted a career in teaching or public
service, and my contacts with Mr. Hiss fortified my
choice. Jane and I were invited out to the Hiss’s
summer place on Long Island. With Mr. Hiss I
saw my first “old squaw” drake (now called more
politically correctly long-tailed duck) on a bitterly
cold January morning on Jamaica Bay. Together
we saw a brilliant male Scarlet Tanager (another
first) in Central Park on a late spring day a few
days before Jane died.
I don’t know if Alger Hiss was a Communist; he
denied ever having been one until the day he died
in 1996. Records made available after the collapse
of the Soviet Union are inconclusive. Hiss was not
able to marshal a convincing defense against the
familiarity and accusations presented by Whittaker
Chambers. But despite the damaging testimony,
Hiss does not seem to me to be the sort of man who
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Dave, Front Royal, VA

• Discover the birds in your backyard, schoolyard, or park.
• It’s fun, it’s free, and it helps the birds! • All ages and skills welcome.
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CEDAR WAXWING / NICK SAUNDERS

BILL HARRISON

The GBBC was a
great experience...
I will be a
participant for
the rest of my life.

BROWN PELICAN & SHORE BIRDS / DAVID MITROU

WESTERN GULLS / KAREN WHITE

Jamie, Plantation, FL

EASTERN BLUEBIRD / FRANK RIPP

Participating in the
bird count has given
my children a little
taste of what it is like
to be a scientist.
Marie, Springfield, MD

The Great Backyard
Bird Count is
AWESOME! I like
learning about birds!

AMY KOVACH

ANNA'S HUMMINGBIRD / LOIS MILLER

BLACK-CAPPED CHICKADEE / LARRY CLEMENS
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Lori, New Castle, PA

TUNDRA SWANS / DANNY COLVIN

SUSAN SPEAR, NY

JIMMY PAZ / JUAN BONNIN

HARLEQUIN DUCK / JAMES HENDRICKSON
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Count for the future!

Count for fun!

L

ooking for a free, educational activity that
makes a difference? This February, join tens of
thousands of people throughout the U.S. and
Canada in the 2009 Great Backyard Bird Count
(GBBC). You can count the birds you see in your backyard, off your balcony, at your local park, or from your
window—anywhere you can spot birds!
People of all ages and all levels of bird-watching experience are invited to take part. It’s a great way to learn
more about the birds in your backyard and neighborhood. It’s also a fun activity for kids—and an opportunity to get outside and connect with nature. You can
count by yourself, or with your family, community
group, school, or friends! It’s an ideal way for more
accomplished birders to introduce friends, children,
grandchildren, and others to the wonderful world
of birds.

W

hether you are brand new to watching and
counting birds, or an expert birder, your
counts count! Your checklist will
contribute valuable information for science and
conservation when you enter your tally online at
www.birdcount.org. Your list, short or long, will help
scientists understand more about how the distribution
and abundance of birds are changing through time.
Last year, participants submitted a record-breaking
85,000 checklists. In 2008, GBBC participants
documented the huge southward movement of
northern finches from Canada, as well the expanding
ranges of the Eurasian Collared-Dove and the Redbellied Woodpecker. Northern Bobwhite and Eastern
Meadowlark numbers continued to decline. Some
species showed up in GBBC reports for the very first
time, including a Masked Duck in Texas—a bird that
is usually found in the tropics. An Arctic Loon, seldom
seen outside Alaska, was spotted in California. An
Ivory Gull wandered down from the high Arctic to
show up on a checklist in South Dakota.

Top 10 most commonly reported
species in the 2008 GBBC

©SEAN SINE

1
2
3
4
5

Northern Cardinal
Mourning Dove
Dark-eyed Junco
Downy Woodpecker
American Goldfinch

6
7
8
9
10

Blue Jay
House Finch
Tufted Titmouse
Black-capped Chickadee
American Crow

Sponsored in part by Wild Birds Unlimited

Presidents Day Weekend
It’s easy to participate
1. Visit www.birdcount.org for easy-to-follow

instructions, including tips for identifying bird
species. Download a checklist for your area.
2. Count the birds you see, wherever you choose to

count. Write down the highest number of
individuals you see at one time—that way you will
avoid counting any bird twice.
3. After at least 15 minutes of watching

in one place, report your results online at
www.birdcount.org. (You can spend more time
observing if you prefer.)
4. You can repeat your count at the same place on

each day of the Great Backyard Bird Count. You
can also visit other locations and submit separate
tallies for those areas as well.

View your results
Online maps and lists are updated throughout the
count, making it easy to see how your birds fit into the
big picture.

Send your photos!
You can submit your digital images of birds—or of
Great Backyard Bird Count participants—for our
online gallery and photo contest at www.birdcount.org.
Share your videos too! Upload to YouTube with the
tag “GBBC” and we'll post the best on our web site.
All bird photos in this brochure were taken by past GBBC
participants.
THE 12TH ANNUAL GREAT BACKYARD BIRD COUNT IS
HOSTED BY THE NATIONAL AUDUBON SOCIETY
& CORNELL LAB OF ORNITHOLOGY

PINE WARBLER / RICHARD LEE

GBBC reports add up to an amazing snapshot of
winter bird populations.
John Fitzpatrick, Director of the
Cornell Lab of Ornithology

It is rewarding to know that I contributed to the count and that the birds in my yard
that I so enjoy are counted.

