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  Dedication




  My mother has never made a secret of the pride she has


  her children. That pride has been a fuel in our lives,


  propelling us forward. It’s true even now.




  This one’s for you, Mom.
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  Introduction




  THE ETERNAL KINSHIP




  

    There have always been two major problems: man and man, and man and earth, his environment. Neither stands alone, and the false solutions always turn out to be the ones that ignore that eternal kinship.




    –Hal Borland, Sundial of the Seasons


  




  The Northeast is more than a geographical region: it’s a way of life that thrives on the changing seasons; it’s a blending of rural and urban existence found nowhere else; it’s an area steeped in history, to be sure, but it’s also one of the first places on earth where man and nature manage to live side by side without one overwhelming the other. Our part of the world enjoys four distinct seasons: lush summers, wintry winters, springs that make a young man’s fancy turn, and autumns that are the envy of the rest of the world. Living here is an ever-ongoing celebration of those seasons.




  We are a heavily populated area, with a web of interstate highways connecting our cities. The complexion of the countryside is shifting from rural to suburban, a trend which shows no signs of abating. The suburbs are where civilization and nature meet. Those of us who make our homes just off Main Street sometimes pretend that we live unaffected by nature, yet it surrounds us and influences our lives constantly.




  Our twenty-first-century view of the natural world is somewhat distorted by mankind’s self-centered, value-based interpretation of nature. Man sees “good nature” and “bad nature:” crops and weeds, furbearers and vermin, beneficial insects and pests, productive timberlands and those grown to trash trees. Nature, of course, has no such view of the world. Weeds invade our suburban lawns, mice slip into our garages and cellars, deer browse on our foundation plantings, June bugs rap against the screens, and vacant lots grow to sumac and poplar in the figurative blink of an eye. Wildlife—that is, everything that grows or creeps or flies—won’t stay wild; it shares the suburbs with us.




  But in a world populated by humans, how much wildlife is enough? What is our suburban quota?




  A family living on the third floor of an apartment might think we need more wildlife. They have a birdfeeder at their window ledge and enjoy watching the pigeons.




  On the ground floor of the same apartment, a mother might not be so sure. Raccoons routinely tip over her trash cans, and she finds deer ticks on the kids after they’ve been playing outdoors.




  A man whose cat was carried off by a coyote is sure there is too much wildlife around.




  It’s all a matter of perspective.




  We don’t want hornets building a nest on the back porch, and we don’t want poison ivy in the vegetable garden. Rattlesnakes have a right to exist, but not on the school playground. No one wants to push any of these elements to extinction, but neither do reasonable people expect that civilization will make a space in its midst so that poison ivy can grow or venomous snakes can roam.




  Some changes, seemingly for the good, produce unforeseen results. People cheered at the return of the moose to southern New England. They forgot what inevitably happens when one steps onto a highway at night, as they are wont to do. How many moose should be permitted in a heavily populated state? There are those who can make convincing arguments that the correct number is zero.




  Twenty years ago we were fascinated by the natural changes that brought Canada geese to the Northeast. Now, with their numbers despoiling reservoirs and soccer fields, we are actively trying to persuade the birds to move elsewhere.




  During my boyhood in the 1950s, possums and raccoons were virtually unknown in suburbia. I believe it was a direct function of the lack of leash laws. Neighborhood dogs were everywhere, crowding schoolyards and playgrounds. Although those dogs created their own brand of neighborhood problem, nobody had a skunk camped out under their back porch, either. But Rover no longer earns his name the way he once did. The sudden invasion of so-called problem animals into the suburbs seems more than coincidentally linked to the emergence of leash laws that keep our dogs from roaming.




  There is a disconnection from nature that affects us all, and it manifests itself in various ways. Massachusetts recently voted to end trapping. A referendum campaign was mounted that resonated with the animal lover in all of us. The battle cry was “Ban Cruel Traps!”




  Wildlife managers are concerned with whole populations of animals, and their place in the environment. Ordinary people, like the third-floor family that thinks we need more wildlife, tend to identify with individual animals. When decisions are made and votes are cast, the blurring of the line between the two outlooks often spells disaster. The referendum passed overwhelmingly, and trapping ended.




  The main beneficiary of the ban was the beaver population. Beavers, of course, build dams and flood surrounding low-lying areas. Sometimes that flooded land contains roads or septic systems or farm fields. In those areas, beavers are at war with the infrastructure of civilization, and it seems they are winning. Not that the state didn’t have beaver problems before the trapping ban, but what we have now are beavers out of control.




  I spoke to Peter Westover, a friend of mine who was the Director of Conservation for the town of Amherst.




  “Amherst is mostly flat farmlands,” he explained. “The beavers are trying to put us underwater. I spent a great deal of time going to the board of health on behalf of farmers. It was always beaver problems—flooded farmland, backed-up drainages. In every instance, we had to hire a commercial outfit to come in and do at the taxpayers’ expense what trappers used to do for free. They’d live-trap the animals and euthanize them. Nobody was happy about that sort of development.




  “The beaver population is still growing unchecked, and they’re getting desperate. They ate all the aspen in town, then all the maple, then all the oaks. Now they’re eating hemlock, so you know they’re just about out of food.”




  “Don’t beavers have a natural enemy that might control their population?” I asked Westover.




  “That would be the wolf and the wolverine, and neither has made an appearance in Massachusetts in the last two centuries. As such, the beaver hasn’t had any controlling factor on his population except trappers. Now, with trapping prohibited, that leaves the beaver to worry only about getting hit by a car.




  “Their population density is such that I’m surprised a virus of some sort hasn’t done them in. Other cases of animal overpopulation usually end up with a die-off due to some disease.”




  Somehow, that doesn’t seem the sort of solution we should be hoping for.




  How many beavers are too many? How many geese? How many moose? How much wildlife?




  For the six-thousand-year history of civilization, mankind’s progress was dependent on nature. We didn’t worry how much was enough because we were a very real and integral part of it. People grew food and fibers and made things out of trees and animal skins in one form or another. But our agrarian society evolved into one where plastics have replaced wood and leather and wool. People are distrustful of any food that doesn’t come from a store. We chase the winter chill by turning a dial rather than by throwing a chunk of wood into the stove. Technology has advanced so that even Mr. Fix-it types no longer understand how things work.




  We tend to fear progress not because it is inherently evil, but because it destroys so much of what we love. Turn on the television. In the news studio the potted plants are plastic and the cloud-studded blue sky behind the weatherman is a projection. It seems the natural world is something that has to be conjured up. Part of the fallout from society’s recent evolution is a disconnect from nature, and we all feel it. Nature has become an inconvenience.




  Some people succumb to progress and live supercivilized existences insulated from any but the most urban of environments. Their lives are a series of denials that they are a part of nature. In our society, it’s not hard to do.




  Others revel in the idea that they are indeed nature’s children. Fishing and hunting and gardening fill a need in this sort of person, and if outdoor types make more of their activities than seems justified it’s because of the unspoken part—the part that makes them feel like a participant in nature.




  There is a dichotomy defined by man’s affect on nature and nature’s inexorable pull on our society. The two often tug in opposing directions, but are inseparable and endlessly fascinating. Caught up in that tension are everyday occurrences that appear to be commonplace but are, in fact, extraordinary in their detail and beauty. Man and earth are bound together in an eternal kinship. If this book is about anything, it is the celebration of that dichotomy.
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  Chapter One




  THE RENASCENCE OF LIFE




  

    Chill darkness checks the slow awakening, but another day starts the deliberate throb again, the slight breath of change, the incredible, inevitable renascence of life.




    –Hal Borland, Twelve Moons of the Year


  




  The new year has begun.




  Not the contrived New Year that we celebrate on January 1, but the natural new year—the first day of spring—that usually passes unremarked. Astronomers calculate the exact moment when the earth’s axis is at a ninety degree angle to the sun, and the radio announced that spring began at 2:33 this morning. The ancients weren’t that technical, but they always knew the day of the vernal equinox and celebrated it accordingly. For an astronomical instant, the length of day and night are equal. From now until the summer solstice three months down the road, the days will continue to get longer.




  We’ve been seeing signs of spring since the sap buckets were hung in late February. For a resident of the snowbelt, each sign was cause for a minor celebration.




  Certainly, as with any cycle, there is no real beginning or ending to the earth’s year. Spring follows winter, then becomes summer and eventually autumn, and the cycle continues with the rearrival of winter. If there is a beginning to that cycle, it is an artificial one created for the convenience of man-the-timekeeper. But if nature had a calendar, here is where it would begin: the vernal equinox—the first day of spring.
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  Winter sometimes equates with silence. As summer passes into autumn and the weather cools, the noisy scrapers and singers of the insect world become progressively still. November rains quiet the crisp rustle of October’s fallen leaves. As the brooks freeze, the sound of running water abates until only the wind is left to whisper and sigh in the bare branches. Finally, with the first snowfall, the silence is complete. Indeed, after a powdery snow, the outdoors can seem like a soundproof room.




  But March finally breaks the quiet. Not all at once, to be sure, but with the thaw comes the sound of nature’s oldest lullaby—running water. Later, when the thaw gets a foothold, the spring frogs will be out of hibernation and sounding off wherever there are vernal pools, even when those pools are rimmed with ice. But for now, the trickle and gurgle of each fresh springlet is music to the ears of the winter weary. You might need rubber-bottomed boots to hear it, but it’s there for the listening—a spring tonic for the ears.




  On the river, mergansers show up as soon as the ice has begun to clear. Driving by, I pull over and dig out my binoculars from the glove compartment, because the birds are worth looking at. There must be some awakening going on under the surface to attract these fish-eating ducks. Most of the river is still sheeted with ice, but here, in an open stretch of dark water, they’ve gathered to dive and socialize. The elegant white-breasted drakes throw their heads back in a mating display to impress the flock’s more subtly colored hens. The hens, for their part, seem unimpressed. These are American mergansers, sometimes called common mergansers, more often called shelldrakes or fish ducks. It is difficult to tell exactly how many there are; they spend more time underwater than above it, then pop back to the surface in a location far removed from where they first dived.




  Their sleeker relatives, the misnamed red-breasted mergansers, favor salt water during the winter months. They aren’t as gaudy of plumage as the Americans, but the drakes of both species have a mallard-green head and an incongruous, brilliant red bill.




  All mergansers are voracious fish eaters and are the bane of hatchery men and fish farmers everywhere. As a duck hunter, I can report that none of them are very good to eat. Actually, they’re so bad that there is a joke about their table qualities: “Cook ‘em with a brick,” goes the joke. “Then throw out the merganser and eat the brick.”




  During the winter, the river ice has alternately broken up and then refrozen after each spell of mild weather, so this thaw by itself carries little meaning. But the return of the mergansers is a definite sign of spring.




  Another vernal signal is appearing along the road edge where I’ve parked the car to watch the mergansers. It’s just a leafless branch with a handful of tiny bits of gray fuzz. If they first appeared six weeks from now, nobody would pay much attention to them—something as simple as these early pussy willows would be lost in the profusion of color that will accompany the arrival of May. But here on a March day, when the wind and temperature make it seem more like Christmas than Easter, the first pussy willows can be as lovely as all the May flowers put together.




  They’re just little gray fluffy things called catkins, not even a flower but just the sheath of one to come, a swollen bud with the protective scales fallen off. They’re hardly beautiful; it’s what they do for the soul that makes them so lovely.




  You can find them growing by a roadside ditch or along a sandy brook or often on a sunny bank where nothing else seems to thrive. Sometimes, at this early point in the year, they are opening in spite of the snow and ice at their feet.




  Cutting stems of pussy willows seems to affect the plant not at all. I brought some home from a local roadside and was naïvely careful to take every other stem so as not to damage the plant. Someone came along after me and cut those I had left, but the following spring the same bushes sent up a new profusion of pussy willows, and, if anything, they were more plentiful than ever.




  Willows of all varieties are remarkably vigorous and grow in places that would rot the roots of more noble trees. If any of those stories about fence posts taking root are true, the posts must have been cut from willow. In one form or another, they appear in every state in the Union. When the days lengthen and the sap rises in February, willow branches turn a rich, lively yellow as a sign of approaching spring. Shortly thereafter, all the willow kin produce inconspicuous fuzzy florets that can easily be mistaken for those of the true pussy willow.




  But pedigree hardly matters—they all have the same effect. As part of nature’s plan that includes malicious March snowstorms that sink our hopes, the willows bring forth a humble little row of catkins that can somehow buoy them up again.




  [image: ]




  On this mid-March day, I’m in the woods with my young English setter, Nancy. She and I are getting in some training time on woodcock currently passing through southern New England on their migration northward. Nancy hasn’t yet figured out that her master cannot use his nose—at least, not in any way remotely like she can. That conclusion, which all bird dogs reach sooner or later, is a major factor in the development of the relationship between dog and hunter.




  Woodcock are upland gamebirds that look like beefed-up but short-legged sandpipers. They have a long bill that they use to probe for worms in the soft woodland soil. Some 90 percent of their diet consists of earthworms; the other 10 percent is made up of things they happen to find while probing for the first 90. As such, they are definitely not a bird of rocky or frozen ground—they will be found where the worms are. Today they’re in the lowland woods.




  Two factors make woodcock ideal for training a young dog: they’ll hold still when approached, and they give off a huge amount of scent. All gamebirds have scent, of course, but woodcock apparently reek of it—even a puppy can’t miss them. There’s no shooting involved in spring training, just the pointing and flushing of these cooperative little birds.




  Because they’re so important to my dog-training activities, woodcock are the one bird whose spring migration 1 monitor closely. In this part of the world the main migration seems to show up around Saint Patrick’s Day, and the birds are right on time this year. It’s not the celebration of all things Irish that draws them northward, but rather the start of the spring thaw, which takes place about mid-March in southern New England. It almost seems the impatient birds push the thaw before them, and their northward migration is like a giant wave that contains all the woodcock in America. As the thaw takes hold, there is a week or two when the birds are crowded into the lowland woods, and during that time a bird-dog trainer might provide a year’s worth of hunting experience to a puppy. Then, suddenly, the woodcock are gone, off chasing the thaw even farther to the north. A few breeding pairs remain in the local woodlands, but the bulk of the population pushes on for Quebec and the Canadian Maritimes.




  All of that happens sometime between mid-March and early April, whenever the spring thaw occurs. But in late February, occasionally as much as a month ahead of the main migration, the woodcock kamikaze brigade arrives. They are a small group made up entirely of young male birds. They can be found in the winter woods, even if there’s still a foot of snow on the ground. In their search for food, they seek out wet seeps where the surface may be muddy rather than frozen, or they seek the narrow strip on the sun-drenched south sides of rock walls where the reflected sunlight redoubles the warmth hitting the ground.




  In February no sensible worm-eating bird would be in the north, but these are not sensible birds. In a best-case scenario, the weather cooperates and they have a leg-up on the other males on the breeding grounds. If the weather turns sour—as it often does—well, that’s why they’re the kamikaze brigade.




  There’s no reason to think that woodcock are unique; other species also have their kamikaze squads. We hear of western hummingbirds in Central Park at odd times of the year, or Louisiana pelicans in Narragansett Bay. A number of robins and mourning doves and even bluebirds winter in the north. A few years ago, a visiting winter flock of redpolls adopted my father’s bird feeder and stayed on right through the summer. And there are always a few eiders that don’t bother returning north and, instead, summer in Chatham Harbor like the Cape Cod tourists they are.




  Admittedly, some of those oddballs are just plain lost, but others represent nature’s high-risk ventures, the ones who explore new avenues, the ones who are in place to take advantage of a potential climate change, the insurance against the main population being wiped out. Unfortunately, they are also the expendable ones, and they are usually expended.




  Ahead of me, my setter points as we’re passing through an aspen grove. Although I can’t see it, there’s a woodcock sitting on the leached-out fallen leaves somewhere in front of Nancy. I look hard and after a search I spot not the bird, but its shiny-black eye. Once located, the rest of the mottled bird’s contour becomes evident as it squats like a lump on the forest floor.




  Other gamebirds—ruffed grouse and pheasants—will run at the approach of a bird dog or a predator. Pheasants have powerful legs built for running and use them at every opportunity. But running is not part of the woodcock’s modus operandi. With its scrawny little legs, the woodcock trusts to its protective coloring as a first line of defense. The bird in front of me squats like a chicken brooding a nest and blends perfectly into the leaf litter on the forest floor. When I look away, it takes me a long moment to find it again.




  The woodcock is camouflaged. Many creatures hide—that is, they conceal themselves behind bushes or beneath fallen leaves. But protective coloring is a mask that permits a creature to hide in plain sight. Trout, for example, make no attempt to hide but are nearly impossible to see in the water. Yet, out of it, they can be as beautiful as a rainbow. Their backs are reflectively colored and patterned to blend with the bottom as seen from above the surface. Snorklers, with their eyes beneath the surface, have no trouble spotting fish. It seems a logical conclusion that the trout’s camouflage evolved to protect against predators that are out of the water rather than in it.




  In the art of camouflage, background is everything. During the summer, moths spend the daylight hours resting on the sides of my house. The house is the color of vanilla ice cream, and the moths appear as unusual bits of tree bark and dead leaves. Had they chosen a tree trunk rather than my vinyl siding as a resting place, they would be invisible to predators.




  There is a reverse-camouflage dynamic at work in the avian world. Because birds often feed in plain sight of their predators, the males of many species evolved a bright, colorful plumage in contrast to the female’s duller shades. With other factors being equal, a predator coming across a pair of wood ducks, for example, will automatically go after the highly visible—and expendable—drake. In the reproductive scheme of things, males are a dime a dozen, while the female usually has a long-term role in the rearing of a family.




  Animals have evolved behavior patterns that correspond to their natural coloration in their environment. Removed from that environment, their masking pattern no longer works. Even the woodcock—he of the perfect camouflage—will show up if the bird has chosen to sit in the wrong place. I’ve spotted them before the dogs could show me where they were, but it was always in a situation where beech leaves had fallen and carpeted the forest floor; the uniformly pale, leached-out non-color of the matted beech leaves made the woodcock stand out, a dark lump on an otherwise light background.




  Although the tweedy browns and grays and blacks on the woodcock seem random, all woodcock are marked as identically as anything found in nature. The pattern varies little from bird to bird. It is a product of the evolutionary process. Something in this particular arrangement proved so superior that it enabled the woodcock that first wore it to out-survive and out-breed those with a different pattern. All animals—trout, moths, even the woodcock—evolved their distinctive patterns and behavior over time through a dynamic that is the ultimate example of trial and error.




  The concept of evolution is mind-boggling. As much as I try, I can’t digest the amount of time required for species to have mutated and evolved in their diversity. It is a compelling revelation that awes everyone who embraces it.




  Evolution and extinction go hand in hand in nature’s scheme. Man is rightfully ashamed of the part he played in certain extinctions—the passenger pigeon is just one infamous example—but nature has been running new species in and out since the beginning of time. Given the evolutionary scheme, natural extinctions are inevitable. The Labrador duck and the ivory-billed woodpecker, both now extinct, were never common. They seem to have faded away as part of a cycle that would have gone on even if Europeans had never discovered the American continent.




  Nature’s evolutionary adventures continue, and not always in a timeframe measured in ages and eons. Loosestrife—that magenta flowering weed that appears in wetlands during the summer—has moved in and taken over, yet it was unknown in the Northeast when I was a kid; a blight completely wiped out the American Chestnut in little more than a decade; ticks have become a common problem in the Northeast’s woodlands in the past dozen years; mockingbirds and cardinals and house finches are relatively recent arrivals in this part of the world; black-backed gulls now threaten the dominance of the herring gull wherever gulls are common. Populations swell and shrink and sometimes disappear, and each action sets off a chain of reactions, some of which alter the environment in a way that can only be called “evolution.”




  The whole process continues relentlessly onward, sometimes just off Main Street. There is a male English sparrow at the neighborhood park that has a chocolate brown bib and facemask rather than the sparrow’s standard-issue black. He’s a mutant, carrying out one of nature’s experiments. If that coloration somehow gives him an advantage over other males, he might be the start of a whole new line of English sparrows. Most likely not, but nature is constantly trying. There will always be mutations and mutants—some few with a more durable impact than most—and because of them, evolution will go on.




  Beneath the aspens, Nancy continues to stand on point, but she rolls her eyes back toward me, wondering if I’ve forgotten about her. I walk forward and flush the woodcock. The bird flashes its robin-orange underbelly as it twitters into flight, somehow propelling itself straight upward until it has flying room above the branches. Woodcock react in weird and unpredictable ways. Sometimes they’ll fly off directly as if they’re headed out-of-state and need to get there soon. At other times, they’ll do as this one does: the bird decides it must have been mistaken and descends back down through the treetops and lands just fifty yards ahead.




  Since they’re nocturnal birds, it is possible that when the dog finds a woodcock the bird is asleep. As such, a trainer is not only flushing the woodcock when he walks forward, he’s also waking it up. I know I’m liable to do a few crazy things upon suddenly being awakened, so I can’t blame a sleeping woodcock for the unpredictability of his flight pattern.




  I direct young Nancy uphill, away from where the woodcock settled back in. The bird has done its part—it held still and played the role of the cooperative training assistant. This bird may be heading farther north tonight and might be in need of its sleep. I wish him well as we head away. Good help is hard to find, after all.

OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
-\ - A
- a L ) ¢ a
s b ek A BYVO: =
s sye
4 e - A A A 4 — A — - &

Written and Illustrated by

Steven Mulak






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_026.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png





