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  Bald Eagles can get a bad rap.

  For many, they are icons and symbols, the American Eagle with all of the mythology attached. For others, Bald Eagles are quite a different creature. Their designation by Congress as the official symbol of the fledgling United States of America in 1782 was protested by Benjamin Franklin, who pointed out that the Bald Eagle is “a bird of bad moral character” and one that often flees from tiny mobbing songbirds. Franklin preferred the Wild Turkey, “though a little vain & silly, a Bird of Courage.” As Arthur Bent points out in his 1937 Life Histories of North American Birds of Prey, Bald Eagles may be attractive birds but are hardly worthy of this lofty place as the national emblem. He points out their cowardly and lazy habits, diet of carrion, and theft of fish from Ospreys, traits that “certainly do not exemplify the best in American behavior.”

  But the family of Bald Eagles I watched throughout 2011 in Montana belies that bad reputation. Both parents were superb pro viders, patient and thorough at feeding time, and nearly always lingering somewhere in the background with a keen eye on the enormous nest in a Ponderosa Pine. Their offspring almost seemed polite, allowing siblings to feed, waiting their turn, rarely scrapping as young birds. This in itself would make for interesting observations, but what sets this nest apart is that it fledged four young! Only a handful of known nests have pulled this off, a remarkable feat for a raptor that is often used as an example in explanations of fratricide—larger young outcompeting and even deliberately killing their smaller nestmates. Four young in a Bald Eagle nest is very rare and it seems to be a fairly recent phenomenon.

  I had been photographing this nest for several years. The nest is a thirty-minute drive plus a ten-minute walk from my house, and the owners of the land it’s located on are great friends of mine and allow me exclusive access. My observation point was ideal: I stood on a railroad grade, out of danger from the frequent trains, with permission from the Chief of Security and Safety at Montana Rail Link. Just beyond the tracks is an interstate highway with four lanes of traffic racing by. Traffic on the river on the other side of the nest picked up over the summer, with a flotilla of rafters and tubers floating by. So between trains, traffic, and boats, these birds were accustomed to activity and noise.

  At first I was worried that my presence might affect nesting, leading to agitation and prolonged parental absence that would jeopardize the health of the chicks. But the family went about their daily activities, unperturbed by the photographer on the tracks, and later, on the beach below.

  In April of 2011 I sighted four downy heads peeking out from the nest, and I staked out my spot. That first day, within twenty minutes, the male flew in right over my head with a delivery of fish. I was hooked. Over the next four months, I grew to greatly admire and respect this family of enterprising and successful eagles. This was a one-of-a-kind experience—and I have attempted to capture it for these pages.
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