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As I was growing up, I spent summers at the family cabin in northern Minnesota, just south of Chippewa National Forest. The Chippewa was a refuge to bald eagles during the 1960s, when fewer than 500 nesting pairs survived in the lower forty-eight. Once or twice a year, we were blessed with the sight of a majestic black-and-white bird soaring high above the lake or swooping down to snatch a fish.


What a difference a few decades make. On a recent trip down the upper Mississippi River between Iowa and Wisconsin, I watched as five mature eagles wheeled and jousted just yards above the water, in an attempt to grab a fish floating on the current. At nearly any waking moment, my companions and I could find an eagle or two flying over the river or spiraling on the thermals rising from the bluffs—what had once been a whole year’s worth of eagles appeared now in just a glance.
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Bald eagles certainly have come soaring back from their near demise in the contiguous United States. It was the story of their magnificent recovery that photographer Frank Oberle and I sought to tell when we first published Return of the Eagle in 1994. We wanted not only to celebrate their stunning comeback, but also to recognize the diligent work of individuals and organizations that had come to the rescue when the eagle was most in peril.


It is a remarkable story. Canadian banker Charles Broley began banding eagles for the Audubon Society nearly 70 years ago, when few people appreciated that the bird was already in trouble. Years later, biologists such as Audubon’s Sandy Sprunt documented the bird’s plunging numbers. Researchers at the U.S. Geological Survey Patuxent Wildlife Research Center in Laurel, Maryland, determined that the pesticide DDT was the eagle’s principal enemy. New York biologist Peter Nye developed the procedure for successfully raising and releasing captive birds. Staff, volunteers, and supporters of various organizations, such as the Raptor Center at the University of Minnesota, have nursed injured eagles back to health. And generous citizens, such as Frank and Judy Oberle, have donated land to provide roosting and nesting areas.
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But even as we told that story, we couldn’t know that the tale would only get better. The eagle has continued to proliferate. As I write in 2007, some 10,000 bald eagle pairs nest in the lower forty-eight (not to mention 20,000 or more in Alaska and tens of thousands in Canada). The eagle’s recovery has been deemed complete enough that earlier this year the bird was removed from the federal endangered species list.


Nonetheless, in a world where human activities encroach so heavily on virtually all natural habitats, a species such as the bald eagle is never entirely safe. The eagle will continue to receive protection under the Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act and the Migratory Bird Treaty Act.


But thanks to the Endangered Species Act, and the many people who stepped up when the eagle’s days were darkest, the bald eagle’s immediate future is secure. Its recovery is a triumph of science and activism—the ability to correctly diagnose a problem, win public support, and respond effectively. That is exactly what we will have to do again and again if we are to bring other endangered species back from the brink of extinction.


—Greg Breining
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IN A LEAP OF FAITH, John Grobel launched his hang glider from a cliff overlooking the Mississippi near Red Wing, Minnesota. Jaws of bone-colored bluffs spread out below, as if to swallow him whole in the wide gulf of the river. As sun warmed the hills, thermals spiraled into the blue vault of the April sky.


Once aloft, Grobel noticed several large birds soaring in the distance. Turkey vultures, he thought. He enjoyed them. Never aggressive, they often let him fly in their midst. So Grobel tweaked his right rudder, banked his glider, and soared along the ridge, gaining altitude as he sailed toward the birds.


Soon he realized they weren’t turkey vultures at all, but bald eagles—thirteen of them. As he approached, two adults—their white heads and tails now unmistakable—broke away from the group. Like interceptor aircraft, they sped toward the intruder. “I’ve got to get my camera,” he thought. But he knew it was too late for that.


One eagle spun and flew twenty to thirty feet above Grobel’s hang glider. The other wheeled and pulled in just a few feet from the right wing. Were the eagle a bit closer, Grobel could have reached out and touched it. More than anything—more perhaps than the fan of the white tail, the seven-foot wingspan, or the powerful hooked beak—Grobel noticed the intense eye, a spot of yellow light as unflinching as the sun itself. Grobel felt the eye pierce him as if it were a needle.


Drawn to the birds, yet not wanting to frighten them, Grobel began simply to talk. He didn’t know what else to do. As though they would understand, he explained he wanted to fly with them. He hoped the calm measure of his voice conveyed that he meant no harm.


Before long, the birds veered and headed back toward the group. “What have I got to lose?” Grobel thought, and he turned with them, hanging well back and slightly below the birds to avoid alarming them. The two sentinels led him back to the main flock. Amazingly. Grobel flew into their airspace. Suddenly he was surrounded by eagles, seven white-headed adults and six predominantly brown juveniles.


The birds were engaged in some sort of flight lesson. Several adults would single out a juvenile and escort it below the level of the bluffs, down toward the river, where the youngster apparently did not want to go. As it flapped and tried to climb backabove the ridge, an adult would accompany it back downward, sometimes even bumping it or pouncing on its back. Sometimes an adult would even fly under the young bird, spin upside down, lock talons with the other bird and pull it to a lower altitude. All the while, two adults shadowed Grobel’s glider, watching his every move.
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Finally, a half-hour after Grobel joined the flock, the eagles began to flap, quickly gaining altitude. They soared off down river toward Lake City, Minnesota. Grobel, quite unflappable, couldn’t gain the altitude needed to follow. He watched them sail into the distance, with admiration and even envy for the efficiency and beauty of their flight. For several minutes, he simply glided back and forth along the ridge, marveling at what had happened and basking in the privilege he felt at having been able, however briefly, to fly with the most majestic birds he had ever seen.


Grobel isn’t alone in his admiration of the eagle’s grace and strength aloft—in Keats’s words, its ability “to sleep wing-wide upon the air.” Beauty in flight is characteristic of all the world’s several dozen species of eagles, including our bald eagle, native to North America and the golden eagle, native to much of North America, Europe, and Asia. For what reason other than its majestic flight did the bald eagle serve as intermediary between the creator and the Ojibwa people? Why else did the Romans choose an eagle as the symbol to lead them to the far corners of their empire? And for what other reason did we choose the bald eagle as our national symbol? Because, simply, the eagle flies with the grace, power, and sheer majesty of few other birds, soaring high to the edge of sight, escaping our confined existence here on earth to become brother to the sun.


Unfortunately, the eagle’s mastery aloft hasn’t saved it from hard times here on earth. From an estimated tens of thousands of bald eagles in America in colonial days (and tens of thousands more in Canada and Alaska), the population in the lower forty-eight states dwindled to fewer than five hundred nesting pairs in 1963. Yet the magical spell that the eagle aloft casts on humans below proved its salvation, inspiring Americans to band together to save their national symbol from the serious threat of extinction. Through legislative action, research, government management, and the work of nonprofit groups and individual citizens, the bald eagle has been set on the road to recovery. In the process, Americans have demonstrated that endangered species can be saved—if people find the will to do so. And perhaps citizens have demonstrated something more—that in saving an endangered species, they can also find salvation from cynical neglect and narrow-minded pursuit of more.
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The last light of day—a beautiful backdrop for this eagle silhouette. FRANK OBERLE
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As Frank Oberle remarks, “This is America’s greatest wildlife success story.” Oberle, the chief photographer for this book and the driving force behind it, has spent countless hours in a blind along the icy shores of the Mississippi, drinking hot tea and warming numb fingers with his breath in order to photograph wintering eagles in intimate detail. In an act of sacrifice to the cause of the creature, Frank and his wife, Judy, donated twenty acres north of St. Louis to The Nature Conservancy as a bald eagle sanctuary and viewing area.


“We were a nation about to lose our symbol, and our symbol really reflects our soul,” he observes. “If we don’t value our symbol, our national emblem, then we are a nation doomed to fail. I think the reason everyone chipped in to save the eagle is that we were about to lose our soul. If we would have lost the eagle, we would have been a society of negligence and apathy and lack of pride. Even though other wildlife was in more danger, it was our soul at stake.”


SUCH METAPHYSICS would have made perfect sense to earlier cultures around the world. The Bible speaks of the eagle’s swiftness, grace, and strength of flight. Consort of Greek and Roman gods, only an eagle had the strength and speed to snatch Zeus’s thunderbolts in its talons.




[image: A mature bald eagle in the temperate rain forest of the Pacific Northwest. John Hyde]
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Eagles symbolized power in Babylon, Egypt, and Persia, The eagle was a sign of royalty throughout medieval Europe, from Munich to Constantinople. In Kirghizia, specially trained eagles—a subspecies of the golden eagle—were actually trained to hunt wolves.


The bald eagle, native only to North America, was sacred to many Native Americans. Eagles became totems, representing clans. Their feathers were used for ceremonial objects and headdresses. “Because of the eagles importance to our people and because the eagle interceded for us at one time, it became the revered, sacred, and honored bird,” says Larry Aitken, an Ojibwa historian and president of Leech Lake Tribal College in northern Minnesota. “It was the messenger of unconscious and conscious metaphysical ideas that pass between us. When eagles are soaring above or come to visit you, a lot of people believe they are reincarnations of people who come to watch over us and guide us.”


For fifteen years Aitken worked with Jim Jackson, an Ojibwa medicine man. “He did spiritual ceremonies, pipe ceremonies, healing ceremonies,” Aitken says. “He was a tremendously feeling and powerful man. I was fortunate to walk with him.” Jackson would tell the following traditional legend about the bald eagle and the Ojibwa, known among themselves as Anishinabeg.


Long ago, Jackson would say, the earth operated in harmony. But then the Anishinabeg did some disrespectful things that angered the creator, who warned that all beings would be destroyed. Hearing this, the bald eagle was alarmed, because he was a friend of the Anishinabeg. The eagle volunteered to meet with the creator, even though the trip would require the eagle to fly very high where it might be burned by the sun.


Nonetheless, the eagle flew high toward the sun until it finally landed in the creator’s world. “Who is walking in my world?” the creator asked. “It is Mi-Ge-Zi,” the eagle answered. “Rather than destroy the Anishinabeg,” the eagle suggested, “perhaps you could send teachers to instruct about their old ways of honor and respect.”


The creator listened thoughtfully. “You speak bravely and with great wisdom,” the creator said. “For your strong character and heroic act on behalf of Anishinabeg, from this day forth, everything that is yours will be honored and revered as sacred. Your image, your feathers, your claws will be as symbols and messages of connections and communications to my world. From now on, all those who respect and honor you will get special help from me.”


“A lot of times when I’m going to go somewhere, I’ll get out early in the morning and look and a big bald eagle will fly right over me,” says Aitken. “I’ll tell my wife, ‘Polly, I think Jimmy came by to bid me good travel and watch me.’”


MORE RECENT ARRIVALS to America’s shores could also admire the creature. Congress voted the bald eagle the national emblem of the new nation in 1782, five years before the Constitution would be drafted. Thomas Jefferson lauded the eagle as “a free spirit, high soaring and courageous.” American ornithologist Alexander Wilson wrote:


High o’er the watery uproar, silent seen,


Sailing sedate in majesty serene,


Now midst the pillared spray sublimely lost,


And now, emerging, down the rapids tossed,


Glides the Bald Eagle, gazing, calm and slow.


Yet a contravening and heavily anthropomorphic attitude was also lodged in Western thought. The Dutch Renaissance scholar Erasmus called the eagle “a bird neither beautiful nor musical nor good for food, but murderous, greedy, hateful to all, the curse of all, and with its great powers of doing harm only surpassed by its desire to do it.”


Erasmus spoke, of course, about a European species of raptor, not our own noble bald eagle. Yet founding father Benjamin Franklin wrote no more charitably about our native bird: “I wish the bald eagle had not been chosen as the representative of our country, He is a bird of bad moral character; like those among men who live by sharping and robbing, he is generally poor, and often very lousy.”


Even when John James Audubon set out to learn about America’s birds, science still knew little of the eagle. In fact, on a trip up the Mississippi in 1814, Audubon apparently misidentified a juvenile bald eagle, not realizing that immature birds, though fully grown, don’t acquire the distinctive white head and tail until their fourth or fifth year. Proclaiming the bird “a species quite new to me,” he dubbed it the Washington sea eagle. A spectacular bird it was, according to Audubon, with a wingspan exceeding ten feet. “The mightiest of the feathered tribe,” it was every bit as heroic as its namesake, the country’s first president. “If America has reason to be proud of her Washington, so has she to be proud of her great Eagle,” wrote Audubon.


Enamored as he was of his fictional bird, Audubon couldn’t hide his disdain for the bald eagle: “They exhibit a great degree of cowardice. Suffer me, kind reader, to say how much I grieve that it should have been selected as the Emblem of my Country.”
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A dramatic panorama in the setting sun.


FRANK OBERLE







[image: Taking flight. Frank Oberle]

Taking flight. FRANK OBERLE





Audubon reported from Florida’s St. Johns River on 29 February 1832, “I saw some Fish-hawks defend themselves, and chase away from their nests the Bald Eagle. The former were incubating, and the latter, as well as some Turkey Buzzards, were anxiously trying to rob the nest, wherever they found the Fisher Bird absent from its tenement. The Fish-hawks at last collected from different parts of the river, and I felt great pleasure in seeing these brave birds actually drive away their cowardly enemies.”


THE TRAITS FRANKLIN AND AUDUBON so despised are the very qualities that make the bald eagle an impressive and adaptable creature. Not only is it an efficient hunter; but when it has to be, it is also a capable scavenger, thief, bully, and gang member.
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