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  To Austin


  PROLOGUE

  With courage, David White progressed on Zen Birding during two years of cancer treatment. The italicized passages and birding stories are from his birding notebooks. He passed away from lung cancer in July of 2007. Wrapped in the warmth of David’s words, I completed the book in his memory.

  David’s dedication to habitat conservation continues through this book. His work as Vice President of the Sangre de Cristo Chapter of the Audubon Society lives on through the David White Memorial Fund for Habitat Conservation. For more information see zenbirding.com.

  Susan Guyette

  Santa Fe, New Mexico, U.S.A.


  INTRODUCTION
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  “There is no place to seek the mind; it is like the footprints of birds in the sky.”

  -Zenrin

  Spirituality, at depth, is about connectedness. In a natural sense, the connection of essences among living beings or, we might even say, among sentient beings applies to animals and birds and probably trees and wildflowers as well as to people, because even flowers sense the movement of the sun and sense the rotation of the earth around the sun. They’re quite aware of the daily and annual rhythms of the planet. They sense these things. So they are sentient.

  Zen birding is a journey to greater awareness through watching birds. At the heart of this new perception is a shift from objectifying birds to considering birds as aware beings with whom we share planet Earth. How does a passion for nature turn into compassion? When you shift to conscious birding, you invite a change to a sense of serenity and connection.

  Perhaps you are a “Birder,” who makes a sport of birding, and invests your energies in compiling lists of birds you have personally seen. Perhaps you are a “birdwatcher,” who feeds and watches birds in your backyard. Or, your focus might be the potential scientific contributions of their observations. Whatever reason you might have to engage in the practice of birding, this book will help you open an awareness to deeper meanings.

  According to some surveys, watching birds is the second most popular form of recreation in the United States. Millions more people in Europe, North and South America, Asia, South America, Australia, and Africa are also developing a keen interest in birds.

  Why do so many people consider themselves “birders” or “birdwatchers?” The reason, perhaps, is because birds are at the pulse of the planet. Birds take us through a portal into a part of our natural world that few ever see, much less truly appreciate. Self-awareness expands. Entering the natural world is the cure for the common disconnect, the alienation of urban or technology-based life.

  You can approach Zen birding as an exercise in paying attention or becoming mindful of nature — and in not allowing yourself to become bogged down in ideas that hinder your grasp of reality itself. Taking the focus away from self expands possibilities in birding.
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  Moments of Enlightenment

  To many (may be most) people, there is a threshold between being aware of birds and becoming an active birdwatcher. Some liken this to an epiphany. It might also be considered as a moment of enlightenment.

  For one man I know, this came when he was a young adult, working as a field biologist in Brazil. Doug Trent was already familiar with birds, but it was a technical sort of familiarity. Identifying birds was “work.” But one day as he was helping band birds captured in a mist net, he looked at a Blue-crowned Motmot softly breathing in his hand and was stunned by a realization he could not put into words. He was no longer holding a mere bird in his hands. He was holding a small miracle, a creature that even after its release continued to draw him ever deeper into its own world and the world of its closest biological kin.

  Recognizing our kinship with birds and other living creatures requires bringing them into our hearts, not just our minds. Thich Nhat Hanh, in Teachings on Love, describes the interconnected and interdependent nature of all things as “inter-being.” When we hear birds singing, even if we think we know full well that they are “only” advertising for a mate or defending a territory, we cannot avoid simultaneously sensing the cosmic beauty and spiritual depth of those mundane motives. Mindful birding is the practice of carefully focusing attention.

  Seeing and deeply feeling the utter abandon with which birds approach every moment of their lives can, if we allow it, help us overcome our inordinate preoccupation with our own self-interest.

  It’s okay to want a big “lifelist,” or to aspire to being a “power birder.” But either of these goals could consume you, control you. The key to maximum fulfillment is to learn why these goals are important to you; by doing this, it will be possible for you to possess the list, instead of it possessing you. Sincere introspection may reveal that aspirations for a big list are grounded in selfishness or egotism, both of which are barriers to true enjoyment of the undertaking.
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  BEGINNER’S MIND

  Zen is derived from the Sanskrit Dhyana, which means “meditation.” Zen emphasizes the practice of meditation in the attainment of awakening and experiential wisdom. Thus Zen Birding seeks the essence, or central character of birding, to reach a new and different level of appreciation.

  Meditation is any practice that promotes development of awareness without relying on conscious thought. These practices assist the individual in clearing the mind, heightening awareness, and taking the focus off self. Zen birding, as a spiritual practice, can take you there!

  As Zen Master Shunryu Suzuki said, “In the beginner’s mind there are many possibilities; in the expert’s mind there are few.” Zen Birding will take the casual as well as the serious watcher of birds to the “beginner’s mind” which is crucial to the enjoyment of birding. It will take us back to the time that birds first captured our attention, a place from which we will discover an all new and deeper appreciation of the nature of these wonderful creatures, and a journey forward through which we will gain a heightened awareness of our entire natural world.

  Can one achieve enlightenment through birding or attention to birds? Yes. The nonconformist Zen master Ikkyu Sojun (1394-1481) is said to have achieved enlightenment upon hearing the cawing of a crow. Each of the crow’s cries signified to Ikkyu a single brief lifetime in endless existence. “Enlightenment” has had very different connotations in Eastern and Western thought. Western “enlightenment” is seen as historical, cultural, and intellectual. Eastern “enlightenment”, on the other hand, is timeless/cyclical, individual, and beyond intellect. If you feel you’ve been enlightened via birding, you probably have. You are the sole arbiter of this; the American Birding Association will not certify you, nor will any other organization or authority.

  To many non-birders, birding is an obsessive activity. Even some birders may embrace the notion. Our discussions forming this book posed the question, “what is the difference between passion and obsession?” Obsession is being attached to a particular result, whereas passion is eagerness to invest one’s energies in something, regardless of outcome.

  Birding can, indeed, become an obsession. It can also be a spiritually creative passion. Zen birding is a conscious effort toward the spiritual - a reflective practice that can lead to a new way of being, a creative passion.

  Zen teaches the importance of looking unflinchingly at the real world, but also of sensing that some real things go unsensed. In the words of a famous Zen koan, students are encouraged to contemplate the sound of one hand clapping. A more apt koan for birders might be to watch for tracks of a bird across the sky. The absence of tracks does not mean that the bird did not fly.

  ABOUT BIRDING

  The existence of nearly 10,000 species of birds, world-wide, brings to mind the “ten thousand things” that Dogen said can enlighten us, once we forget the self. Yet there are pitfalls; birding easily can lead us into egocentric delusions instead of providing a path of awakening and awareness.

  Birding has its historical roots in the science of ornithology, which was concerned early on with enumeration and taxonomic classification of different bird species. Later, with the development of avocational ornithology, geographical and seasonal distribution of birds increased as topics of interest.

  The growing numbers of “birdwatchers” diverged in their interests. Aesthetic appreciation of birds in one’s backyard or nearby residential environments was adequate for many, but others set out to extend their knowledge of birds to regional, national and international settings. Thus was born a hobbyist orientation among people who preferred to call themselves “birders.”

  We invite you to accompany us as we examine the divergent habits, activities and behaviors of birdwatchers and birders, to consider how these different approaches affect self-awareness and awareness of the natural world, and experience what this can mean for your own life path..

  [image: image]

  ZEN BIRDING

  Can birding be transformed into Zen birding? If so, how would this be accomplished? Fulfilling personal experiences await the observer with greater observation skills! Imagine the freed up energies of birders, for purposes of education and conservation. A shift can occur, for both individual and group actions.

  Some would think that doing a bird census while taking a morning walk is obsessive. Rather, it can be a disciplined way of staying in the moment. It is possible to be at one’s Zen best when on a familiar path with familiar birds - here, now - yet open to finding the unexpected.

  Meditation is not about finding the self—quite the contrary: it is about finding one’s way beyond the self. Meditation is also not about “expanding the mind”. It is instead about clearing away clutter created by the mind.

  Achieving Zen qualities in birding can be done in spite of yourself.

  Literally.

  It is ego that prevents one from reaching a Zen state of being. Ego tells us that we don’t have time to sit and wait for birds. Ego tells us we’ve failed when we go somewhere and don’t see the bird we’d hoped to see. Ego tells us our life list, state list, or yard list, is not quite as big as it needs to be.

  There is some irony in the fact that when the writing of Zen Birding began, there was the intention (in a very non-Zen-like argumentative mode!) to present a case against compulsive listing of species seen—yet one result of writing has been a much greater personal interest in listing. Listing is by no means the most important thing in birding—and yet, it has personal rewards and it contributes to understanding birds and their seasonal distribution and to conservation efforts as well.

  One birder can easily explain her passion for birds to another. It may be quite enough to see a striking species, even if common; or to mention the sounds of a superb songster, such as a Wood Thrush or Canyon Wren; or to reminisce about witnessing a startling behavior such as the J-shaped courtship dive-and-squeak of an Anna’s Hummingbird, or the communal roundup of fish by a group of White Pelicans swimming in a circle. Even a shrug, a raised eyebrow and “Well, how could one not…” can suffice.

  But to explain the passion to a non-birder is a challenge of a different order. Certain people, even though there is much in common, remain unable to discern the sensibility beneath feeble attempts to explain birding. It is of course possible that someday some of them will have his or her own moment of epiphany, but there is no guarantee of this. We have come to understand now, at this stage in life, that no one can be persuaded by someone else to have such an experience.

  Roger Tory Peterson, the dean of American birding, was himself at a loss when pressed to explain why people are attracted to birds. He once commented on the “superficial rationalization” involved in suggesting the attraction of birds derives from their “color, music, grace, vivacity and that sort of thing.” He thought it more fundamental that, for many people, birds symbolize “freedom and escape from restraint.” Yet he admitted that even a rudimentary scientific understanding of birds would show them to be “almost as earth-bound as we are.” Describing his career, Peterson said, “What had started as an emotional release has swung over to an intellectual pursuit.”

  At depth, the attraction of birding is not that it satisfies emotional needs, nor that it fulfills intellectual ambitions. Birding does both of these things, but it also does a great deal more. The attraction is, rather, that birding is a spiritual practice, in a particular sense of the word. Birding offers an opportunity for participating in a unifying practice.

  Zazen, the fundamental practice in Zen, is simply breathing and being mindful of the process. Zen practitioners recognize two basic variations of this: sitting practice or seated meditation, and standing or walking practice. Birding is of course not on a par with these basic practices, which teach us to see our breath as the still point between inner and outer worlds, between self and nonself. Birding, instead, is more akin to practices such as archery. Yet there, the same principle applies. Eugen Herrigel (Zen and the Art of Archery) demonstrated how archer and target are one reality. Just so, birder and bird are not isolated separate selves, but mere parts of a larger reality. The practice of Zen birding presents the possibility of enhancing that insight.

  “Practice” can seem misleading according to the definition in Western culture; it may culturally imply rehearsal. Zen practice, rather, is the real thing. In Zen, practice implies a regular insight-invoking activity.

  Science and religion, which coexist uneasily in Western society, need not be at loggerheads. Science does itself a disservice if it pretends to be capable of answering all meaningful questions. Religion likewise sabotages itself when it dismisses findings of science in favor of pretty myths. To be truly powerful, both science and religion need to change and grow, hand in hand. Truth is more nearly to be found in unity of intellect and emotion, or unity of self and non-self. It is in that elusive place of balance where we become aware that the essences of things are not one way or another.

  All birds share a single essence. So, too, do all creatures share one essence with all birds. But this is no reason to ignore the diversity of birds and other creatures. Only by observing the variation among them can you hope to approach an understanding of the essence.


  Chapter 1

  BEGINNERS AND MASTERS
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  “The mind of the beginner is empty, free of the habits of the expert, ready to accept, to doubt, and open to all the possibilities.”

  —Richard Baker, in his introduction to Shunryo Suzuki’s Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind

  Maintaining “beginner’s mind” is crucial to the enjoyment of birding. When birds first enter our mind’s attention, it is the beginner’s mind that is captured. The more we learn, the more expertise we acquire, the more we risk losing the innocence of our beginner’s mind.

  The beginner is full of questions. Why is this a crane, and that a heron? What is an egret, is it a heron? Why is this a vireo and that a warbler? At first, the beginner’s questions may seem frivolous to the more experienced birder. But gradually, a beginner’s questions probe deeper and deeper, and become more and more difficult for experienced birders to answer.

  The master birder is one who knows that he does not know the answers. A master needs the beginner to continually remind him of this. “Serious” birders often think of themselves as being well on the way to becoming “experts.” Perhaps they are on the way, or are already experts in one way or another. But being an expert is not the same as being a master.

  The true master is not the one who is an expert, but the one who retains beginner’s mind and can thus remind himself that everything he knows is mere childlike knowledge. There are many expert birders. Some may well be masters, although many of them would surely deny it. Rather than seeing yourself as an expert, recognize that you know little. Enjoying that concept immensely may lead to more questions than answers.
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  Beginner’s Mind

  For more than ten years, from 1981 to 1992, I led a monthly fieldtrip for Los Angeles Audubon, at the Whittier Narrows Nature Center in eastern L.A. County. From time to time, a fieldtrip chairperson would institute a ranking system, and fieldtrips would be listed on the back page of the Western Tanager as being for “beginning”, “intermediate”, or “advanced” birders. I steadfastly resisted the attempt to label my Whittier Narrows trip. “Birds are birds,” I would say. “We always find birds to satisfy the beginner, we often find intermediate birds, and sometimes we get birds that might excite an advanced birder.”

  What I did not express was my feeling that the field trip leader need not be the best instructor present. My ideal field trip at Whittier Narrows would have been graced with the presence of one or more of L.A. Audubon’s many power birders. They would have listened to beginners’ questions, and they would have shared their experience and knowledge with whomever was there that day. They would have instructed the instructor. But that was fantasy.

  In reality, no one was fooled by my protests. Everyone knew Whittier Narrows was a beginners’ trip, or at most an intermediate trip. The classification hinged on the leader, and I was merely taking people out to the same place, month after month and year after year, primarily with the simple hope of appreciating the changing seasons (birders know that even stereotypically sunny Southern California has very definite seasons). We also witnessed long-term trends, like the increasing presence of Great-tailed Grackles. But we were not targeting difficult groups of birds, like juvenile gulls or Empidonax flycatchers. Everyone knew that if we found an Empid, I would be at an utter loss in distinguishing Hammond’s from Dusky based on the relative length of the tail or the projection of the primary feathers.

  The experts and power birders stayed away from the Whittier Narrows trip in droves. After we located the first county record Common Ground-Dove in May, 1989, during a scheduled fieldtrip, the experts and power birders—and especially the county-listers among them—flocked over to Whittier Narrows. The bird stayed around for a few days and was widely seen. But it had disappeared by the next monthly fieldtrip, and so did all of the power birders.

  I was not the one who found the Common Ground-Dove at Whittier Narrows. Ed Craven, a teen-ager whom I incorrectly assumed to be a rank beginner, spotted the bird and recognized it as something unusual.

  “What is this little bird on the ground over here?” he asked. I had my spotting scope trained on a chunky bird, backlit atop a distant clump of mulefat, and through the early morning haze I was straining to see what it was. I glanced perfunctorily at Ed’s bird, and said, “It’s a Mourning Dove.”

  I turned back to my own mystery bird, and Ed said, “I don’t think so. I was wondering if it might be a Common Ground-Dove.”

  “They’re not found here,” I said without even bothering to turn around again. “You’ll have to go down to Imperial County to find one of them.”

  Fortunately, Ed persisted. He started detailing characteristics of the bird, and it was only then that I actually looked. When I did, I realized that he was absolutely right. We all studied the bird through our binoculars, and it stayed put while everyone took a turn looking through the spotting scope. We satiated ourselves on the Ground-Dove, and then, finally, I turned back to look again at the bird I had been studying before.

  The haze had lifted a bit in the meanwhile, and I quickly conceded what someone else had already suggested. The bird was a Brown-headed Cowbird—a beginner’s bird at Whittier Narrows if ever there was one.

  (May, 1989, Whittier Narrows Nature Center)
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  SENSEI, TEACHER

  Japanese for “teacher.” Roshi — “old teacher”

  Sensei literally means “previous in life” or “one who has gone before.”

  Many birders are prone to classification not only of birds but also of other birders. There are ornithologists (professional and amateur), and then there are birders (some of whom aspire to amateur ornithologist status, and some of whom do not). Among birders, there are “backyard birders” who are attentive mostly to the birds that visit their feeders; there are “birdwatchers” who allegedly have only aesthetic interests in birds, and then there are “birders”—a term sometimes reserved solely for those who keep lists and constantly chase after “new” birds. One possibility is to largely dismiss such schemes, because they serve mostly to separate people whose interests are overwhelmingly held in common. Vocabulary unifies those who watch birds and serves as a basis for teaching each other.

  Miscellaneous Birding Vocabulary:

  twitcher - someone who actively seeks species to add to a “lifelist”

  twitching, ticking - checking off species on a list

  gripping - getting a new species for one’s list

  dipping out - missing something you should’ve seen

  power-birding - competing to get the most species in an hour, day, or location

  extreme birding - an example is doing the Christmas Bird Count at -30oF

  twitchable - countable, i.e., a rarity in an area where it can be counted—having arrived by natural rather than anthropogenic means

  There is enough truth to the labeling; however, one must closely seek the commonalities between power birders and plodders such as myself. Many self-styled “serious” birders scoff at those of their colleagues who spend much time watching birds at feeders. One young man boasted to “Bird Chat” members that he would accept no feeder birds on his personal lifelist, because he feels he didn’t find them on his own.

  IDENTIFICATION

  Birders sometimes seem obsessed with identification of birds. By way of example, a birder was pointing out different species of waterfowl on a small pond in northwest Florida to a man with a budding interest in birds, when the man’s wife remarked, “I don’t care what they are—I’m just enjoying how beautiful they are, and how much fun they’re having splashing in the water!”

  Seeing beauty is important, and so is seeing birds as creatures in this world. You can discern the joy that all creatures can experience in being alive, and when birding becomes a purely intellectual or egoistic practice, this quality is likely to be missed. Yet to only appreciate birds for their beauty, or for how they make us feel, is being self-centered. We generally recognize that we cannot relate well to other people without some sense of who they are, and this applies to birds as well.

  The late Phoebe Snetsinger wrote “…one of the wonderful aspects of birding is that it is endless.” A turning point in Snetsinger’s life came in 1981, when she was diagnosed with cancer, with a medical prognosis for three months of good health but death within a year. In 1995, she submitted her worldwide list of 8,040 species to the ABA (American Birding Association) and the Guinness Book of World Records, and then “retired” from listing.

  Yet when a very close competitor died, Snetsinger expressed both sorrow, and relief that the race was over and “I can happily go on birding on my own terms while others close in and eventually overtake my record.” In her own writing, Snetsinger did not dwell on the competition or on her forerunner status, but her son Thomas wrote in the epilogue to Birding on Borrowed Time that the shift allowed her “to slow down and to reconnect with her deep passion for the real fun and challenge in birding: puzzling out a difficult identification, working patiently tease a skulking lifer into view, or just being awed by the diversity, beauty and gaudy spectacle that makes the world of birds what it is.”

  Perhaps of equal importance is that the shift created more space for expression of her sharing personality. On November 29, 1999, Phoebe was in Madagascar. She had seen her 8,450th species, a Red-shouldered Vanga, and her little tour group was on the way from Tulear back to Zombitsy-Vohibasia National Park when the driver fell asleep at the wheel. The vehicle flipped, and Phoebe, who’d been napping on a back seat, was killed instantly. No one else was seriously injured, but Phoebe had been gifted with an oft-expressed wish—that she be granted a “quick death”, a sudden finality, rather than the slow and probably painful death foretold by the cancer diagnosis. As her son wrote, Phoebe “…went out … at the very top of her game”. Snetsinger’s compassion extended beyond other birders; she was an active supporter of numerous conservation efforts and projects.

  There may also be some value in people thinking they are seeing something “special,” even if they are not. At least they are noticing the presence of birds.
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  Swallows at Capistrano

  Legend states that the swallows return to Mission San Juan Capistrano, in southern California, on a specific date every year. Far more reliable now are the flocks of tourists who descend on the mission, hoping to see the swallows.

  The truth is that Cliff Swallows formerly nested on the walls and arches of the old mission, and when vineyards surrounded the mission, swallows were numerous. Now there are subdivisions in every direction and swallows are few. When there were swallows, it was reliable that they would be back from Mexico by March 19th— and although they were generally back at least three or four weeks before that, no one mentioned it.

  For the past few decades, another bird has largely taken the place of the Cliff Swallows. People come to the Mission on the 19th, look around, and see little birds. “Swallows!” They exclaim. Photographers from local television stations focus on them, and the little birds appear on the evening news. The anchorperson beams and announces, “The swallows are back at Capistrano!”

  The mission gift shop sells realistically-molded and -painted ceramic figurines of these little birds that are everywhere around the mission, hopping around the sidewalks and courtyards, chirping merrily, and building nests of twigs and grass. The little birds are House Sparrows.

  (March 19, 1982, Mission San Juan Capistrano CA)

  A little pond in Pensacola, Florida contained Laughing Gulls, American Coots, a pair of Mallards, and a pair of Lesser Scaup. They were a lively group, and quite beautiful. But knowing more about who (not what) they were gave a wider sense of wonder about them. Laughing Gulls are year-round residents of the Gulf Coast. Coots and Mallards are winter residents, having flown down from somewhere north of the Mason-Dixon line, or west of the Mississippi River. The pair of Scaup were winter visitors who had come from even farther away—probably well up into Canada. They may even have nested along the shores of Hudson Bay. More interesting than the various distances the birds had traveled, to be sharing a small freshwater pond in northwest Florida, is their varied habits. Each species has its own distinct nesting habitat, food preferences, and mating behaviors.

  But even these considerations can be nothing more than egocentric curiosity for a watcher; there are other more important reasons for caring about bird identification. Without attention to who they are and their abundance from year to year, there would be no way of knowing when a species is in trouble due to something we humans are doing. Mallards, Coots and Laughing Gulls are doing well, but Scaup numbers have been steadily declining since the 1970s. Reasons for this are still not well understood, but if no one cared to see the difference between Mallards and Scaup, there would be little hope for discovering problems and rectifying them.

  Passenger Pigeons and Carolina Parakeets are gone forever, at least in part because too few people were paying attention. Eskimo Curlews may also be extinct, due to lingering effects of early twentieth century market hunting. A handful of possible sightings over the past five decades lends hope that this is not so, but what if more people knew how to distinguish an Eskimo Curlew from its common close relative, the Whimbrel? Might we have been able to identify a small population of survivors, and take crucial steps to protect them? And how important is it to know the difference between Whooping Cranes and other species of white birds such as egrets, Snow Geese and American White Pelicans? Without awareness, it is impossible for us to behave responsibly.

  Early ornithologists, including John James Audubon, relied on collection of specimens for identification of birds. Visual identification was considered inadequate, and the tool of choice was a shotgun rather than binoculars. Only with Roger Tory Peterson’s field guide and improved optics did collection begin to fall out of favor. Still, it persisted in some quarters. A story, perhaps mythical, is told in southern California regarding a well-respected museum curator who showed up for one of the early pelagic trips carrying his shotgun and hoping to collect albatrosses. Organizers of the pelagic trip refused to allow him on board the boat. More recently, someone collected the first state record Yellow Grosbeak in southern New Mexico—infuriating birders who (because only living birds “count”) were thus denied the possibility of adding the bird to their lifelist.

  Much has been written on ways of identifying birds. To summarize different systems and strategies would serve no useful purpose here. Yet there are also psychologies of identification and misidentification to be considered. Willingness to be uncertain of an identification is an important skill to cultivate.
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