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    Part One: FLEDGLING
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  Chapter One




  Boy Rebel to Boy Wonder




  

    I go out into the woods, and every bird and flower I see stirs me to the heart with something, I do not know what it is; only I love them: I love them with all my strength. . . . They are my Bible. This is my nature.




    —Ernest Thompson Seton, Two Little Savages


  




  In 1908 President Theodore Roosevelt invited to the White House fellow members of the Audubon Society of the District of Columbia, as well as friends and cabinet officials, to watch the first movies taken of wild birds. It had been five years since an executive order established the first federal bird sanctuary in the nation, Pelican Island, in the Indian River near Florida’s east coast. Roosevelt’s action was an important early response by government to the widespread slaughter of birds—in this case, wading birds such as herons and ibises—in service of the millinery trade, which hired people to kill birds that fashionable Victorian women could wear on their heads.




  Roosevelt’s local Audubon Society was one of many that had recently sprouted in response to the milliners. Among the oldest was the Massachusetts Audubon Society, founded by women horrified by the destruction of heronries as orphaned nestlings were left to starve. Various Audubon Societies, and some proactive individuals, had cobbled together a wobbly network of local bird protection laws and privately hired wardens to stave off hunters through persuasion, education, and old-fashioned law enforcement.




  Frank M. Chapman was one such proactive individual. An ornithologist employed by the American Museum of Natural History in New York, in 1899 he founded Bird-Lore magazine, which helped tie the disparate Audubon societies together and spread knowledge of and love for avifauna. One year later, as a nonviolent alternative to the gun-toters’ Christmas Hunt, he advocated the establishment of the Christmas Bird Count, a bird population tally by birdwatchers. William Dutcher, an officer of the American Ornithologists’ Union (AOU) who steered that organization toward bird protection with limited success, eventually realized that the patchwork of bird preservation groups needed some centralizing force. In 1905, with the help of a benefactor, he founded the National Association of Audubon Societies. That same year a thirty-five-year-old husband and father named Guy Bradley, employed as a warden in the Florida Everglades, was murdered by plume hunters. The Audubon movement had its first human martyr, turning outrage into activism.




  Still, by 1908 the crisis in bird protection had not improved; as any social movement will in due time, it engendered a backlash. This one spread conservationists thin as they scurried across states to prevent the enactment of loopholes and the weakening of hard-won legislation. It was a gloomy time for bird lovers and of no particular interest that a boy was born on August 28 in Jamestown, New York, to two immigrants—a Swede named Charles Gustav Peterson and his German-Polish wife, Henrietta Bader. They named him Roger Tory Peterson. The middle name honored his Uncle Tory, of Oil City, Pennsylvania.
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    The unwise command to give up what was his nature merely made him a disobedient boy—turned a good boy into a bad one.




    —Seton, Two Little Savages


  




  Jamestown, a southwestern New York furniture-making hub fifty miles from Erie, Pennsylvania, was a magnet for Swedish immigrants who tended to be wood and metal artisans. Thus, Charles Peterson toiled in a furniture plant. (Mrs. Peterson was trained as a teacher but worked as housewife and mother.) Being a provider became a challenge after Mr. Peterson broke his leg and it didn’t properly heal. He used alcohol as a painkiller. “Mrs. Peterson’s husband was a drunkard,” recalls Barbara Coulter Peterson, the woman who became Roger Tory Peterson’s second wife. Roger wasn’t happy at home, so “he just went his way,” she says. “If he wanted to go out, he went out.” He had a younger sister, Margaret. Home for the Petersons was a cottage at 16 Bowen Street toward the bottom of a steep hill. (Jamestown was filled with steep hills.)




  “He was not formally schooled in anything as far as I could tell, because he didn’t go to school very often,” says Roger’s elder son, Tory. “I mean, that’s one of the things he used to brag to me about. He was spanked more times for skipping school than anybody else in his entire school. . . . Not everyone knows what they’re going to do when they’re eight, nine years old. But he apparently did. So he just decided that school wasn’t one of the places where he needed to learn about it.”




  Truancy doesn’t fit with Roger graduating from high school at the early age of sixteen, but he did lean toward disruption, eschewing school rules and falling asleep in class. “Regimentation and restriction rubbed me the wrong way,” Roger later remembered.




  Roger had a good reason for falling asleep in class. He rose quite early to deliver the Jamestown Morning Post, hoping his paper route would earn him enough money to buy his first camera. He needed a Primo No. 9 to take pictures of birds, and he took pictures of birds because he was obsessed with them.




  By then, this tall, fair-haired, freckle-faced kid was fourteen. He had had his eyes opened to birds at age eleven, thanks partly to a sympathetic teacher named Blanche Hornbeck. “Miss” Horn-beck, as she was known, had her students join the Junior Audubon Club, a program of the National Association of Audubon Societies. One way to fight the destruction of birds was to educate people about them. Starting with children seemed a good way to ensure a future of conservationist adults. Read an early Junior Audubon Club announcement:




  

    To form a Junior Audubon Class for bird study, a teacher should explain to the pupils . . . that their object will be to learn all they can about the wild birds, and that every one who becomes a member will be expected to be kind to the birds and protect them.


  




  Each student paying 10 cents received an Audubon membership button, a set of color bird pictures, and informational materials.




  About Miss Hornbeck, Roger said, “She started a club simply because she wanted to learn, too. And we learned together. It was not a matter of her great wisdom about birds.” He had already acquired some bird knowledge, so his fascination wasn’t simply because of her dedication. One day on a class trip to the Hundred-Acre Lot, off what is now Curtis Street in Jamestown, he pointed out a common yellowthroat to her. He used Chester Reed’s Bird Guide, a tiny book featuring color bird portraits and a description of each species.




  What really started Roger on birds was an epiphany. It happened on a green elevation called Swede Hill. He later reflected:




  

    I can remember the day in early April [1920], even the hour, when I became hooked. On a Saturday morning, during one of my youthful explorations, I spotted a bundle of brown feathers clinging to a tree. It was a flicker, tired from migration. The bird was sleeping with its bill tucked under the loose feathers of its back, but I thought it was dead. I poked it with my finger; instantly, this inert thing jerked its head around, looked at me wildly, then took off in a flash of gold. It was like resurrection. What had seemed dead was very much alive. Ever since then, birds have seemed to me the most vivid expression of life.


  




  “I always wondered what the heck it was doing, because that’s such atypical behavior for a flicker,” natural history writer Scott Weidensaul observes. “It really would be ironic to think that we owe so much to a deathly ill flicker that might not have made it through the rest of the day. I doubt that a healthy flicker would have been doing that. . . . It has the ring of truth. I don’t think it’s an apocryphal story.”




  Apocryphal story or not, Roger was smitten with birds. Over time, his passion metamorphosed from a boyish hobby to an intellectual pursuit. He later recalled:




  

    For the first five or six years, I could remember the dates of every field trip I had ever made and could recall just what I had seen. During the first years it was the joy of discovery. Then it became a competitive game, to see how many birds I could identify in a day, to discover rare birds, or to record a bird a day or two earlier in the spring than anyone else, or a day or two later in the fall. This was the listing stage. But as I tore about the countryside, ticking off the birds on my check-list on the run, I gradually became interested in their way of life. At home I pored over ornithological journals like The Auk, The Wilson Bulletin, and The Condor.


  




  It was probably a favorite book, Wild Wings by adventurer Herbert K. Job, that inspired him to save for the Primo No. 9. Job, like most bird enthusiasts of the time, tended to watch them through a gunsight—until he discovered the joys of bird photography: “Of all the various out-door recreations which I have tried, when it comes to genuine, exciting sport, give me hunting with the camera. . . . It requires more skill than shooting, and hence is a finer sport. The results are of more interest and value, and, withal, the lives of the wild creatures are spared for our further pleasure.”




  Taking photographs wasn’t the only way Roger could memorialize the birds he saw. He had artistic talent. Being a Junior Audubon Club member meant having the opportunity to copy bird art, like that created by the foremost bird artists of the day, most notably, Louis Agassiz Fuertes. Roger pleased Miss Horn-beck with his interpretation of a Fuertes blue jay. “I carefully painted the jay’s blue feathers highlighted with white and black, its jaunty crest, and downy-gray breast,” he later said.




  During the next three to four years he developed an interest in all aspects of nature. Roger reflected: “A year or two later I discovered butterflies, and they eclipsed my preoccupation with the warblers until I ran out of new species of these psychedelic insects in the fields and woods around home. Flowers came later, when I was fourteen or fifteen.”




  Roger negotiated permission from the local police to stay out after curfew and catch moths. Cocoons he collected outside metamorphosed in the family living room into colorful moths of several species.




  A younger schoolmate, Clarence Beal, joined Roger on a “botanical ‘big day’” in their home county of Chautauqua, where they “racked up a rough total of 240 [species],” Roger recalled.




  Disregard for his health and safety while pursuing nature manifested itself early and continued into Roger’s old age. Miss Hornbeck may have thought him gallant when he showed up for a bird walk one unpleasant Saturday morning. Thirty years later, upon learning of his prominence she wrote him a nostalgic letter: “My best recollection of you is on a rainy morning when several from my class were to meet for a bird walk. As I recall it only three appeared. I expressed surprise that any one came and I can still hear you say, ‘You can always count on me no matter what the weather, Miss Hornbeck.’”




  Besides Wild Wings and the ornithological journals, Roger devoured Ernest Thompson Seton’s Two Little Savages, about a Canadian boy named Yan who yearned to live in the woods (like an Indian, he believed). Upon being sent by his parents to work on a farm, Yan recruited a friend, Sam, to live like an Indian with him as time permitted. The author, who founded the Boy Scouts of America, filled pages with pointers about everything from tepee construction to fashioning bows and arrows. All necessities Yan and Sam gathered from animals and plants around them. Seton’s inviting page marginalia depicted wildflowers, paw prints, feathers, tree leaves, and the boys engaging in various escapades.




  Birds were prominent in Yan and Sam’s story:




  

    They passed a barn with two hundred pairs of Swallows flying and twittering around, a cut bank of the road had a colony of 1,000 Sand Martins, a stream had its rattling Kingfishers, and a marsh was the playground of a multitude of Red-winged Blackbirds.




    Yan was lifted up with the joy of the naturalist at seeing so many beautiful living things.


  




  Roger was Yan.




  He was also impressed with chapter 16, “How Yan Knew the Ducks from Afar,” in which the protagonist, in his Indian alter ego of Little Beaver, told a story about the problems posed by the bird guides of the time:




  

    He found lots of difficulties and no one to help him, but he kept on and on . . . and made notes, and when he learned anything new he froze on to it like grim death. By and by he got a book that was some help, but not much. It told about some of the birds as if you had them in your hand. But this heroic youth only saw them at a distance and he was stuck. One day he saw a wild Duck on a pond so far away he could only see some spots of colour, but he made a sketch of it, and later he found out from that rough sketch that it was a Whistler, and then this wonderful boy had an idea. All the Ducks are different; all have little blots and streaks that are their labels, or like the uniform of soldiers. “Now, if I can put their uniforms down on paper I’ll know the Ducks as soon as I see them on a pond a long way off.”


  




  The boys traveled to a store in town where all the relevant species of duck were sitting, stuffed, in locked display cases. Yan sketched all the “little blots and streaks” representing each duck species’ uniform, and through his creator, Seton, drew two black-and-white plates for Two Little Savages showing twenty-four species of river and sea ducks in male and female plumage. All ducks faced in the same direction; all reflected size differences; all featured the markings that a birdwatcher could see at a distance to identify each species.




  No such field guides existed during Roger’s boyhood. Like Yan, he learned birds the hard way. There were a few bird books like Reed’s, but none highlighted the information needed to tell one bird species from another, especially similar looking species. Reed’s little paintings were rarely presented so that similar species could be compared, and often showed the birds in artful poses without depicting their trademark uniforms. The side view of the rose-breasted grosbeak showed little of the male’s scarlet breast. The female cardinal resembled a cedar waxwing, while the cedar waxwing displayed features of the male and the female cardinal. The descriptions were just as useless. Read this discussion of the cardinal: “Noble in carriage, beautiful of plumage, amiable in disposition and excellent singers are some of the qualifications of these large-billed birds.”




  Another favorite volume of Roger’s, Handbook of Birds of Eastern North America by Frank Chapman, the conservationist and founder of Bird-Lore, was actually worse. Over five hundred pages of small print and densely packed with enough information for a textbook, the book’s narrative tended to overwhelm the otherwise pleasing plates by Fuertes and line drawings by a familiar name, Seton. Chapman described the robin with the same meticulousness with which he approached the rest of the book:




  

    Top and sides of the head black, a white spot above and below the eye; rest of the upperparts grayish slate-color; margins of wings slightly lighter; tail blackish, the outer feathers with white spots at their tips; throat white, streaked with black; rest of the underparts rufous (tipped with white in the fall), becoming white on the middle of the lower belly; bill yellow, brownish in fall.


  




  Roger would later say Chapman took several lines before arriving at the robin’s most important field mark, its red breast. With books like these, how could anyone, other than the most dedicated people, learn their birds? The conservationists weren’t going to swell their ranks with such impractical works, even if authored by fellow conservationists. Like Chapman, Reed advocated bird protection—and that children be taught about birds: “If our boys and girls are educated to realize the economic value of the birds, and are encouraged to study their habits, the desire to shoot them or rob them of their eggs will be very materially lessened.” What were the birds’ economic value to man? Chapman explained: “Birds are Nature’s most potent checks upon the undue increase of noxious insects and harmful rodents; they devour the seeds of weeds and act as scavengers. . . . Without the services rendered by birds, the ravages of animals they prey upon would render the earth uninhabitable.” The trick was how to get this message out. The National Association of Audubon Societies had the right idea with Junior Audubon, but birdwatching in the United States remained a rare pastime.
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  After graduating from high school in 1925, Roger Tory Peterson worked at the Union Furniture Company in Jamestown decorating lacquered Chinese cabinets. By that November the seventeen-year-old boy had enough money to make his first trip to New York City and attend a meeting of the American Ornithologists’ Union at the American Museum of Natural History. He never divulged whether he was nervous to leave home, even for a few days, and meet men many years his senior who seemingly knew everything about his favorite subject.




  Roger had been painting birds for a few years—flycatchers, vireos, ducks, geese, chickadees, waxwings, and a species of shore-bird much besieged by hunters, the Wilson’s snipe. Two of Roger’s paintings, a ruby-throated hummingbird and a kingbird, were on display at the museum for the AOU event. He recalled some decades later:




  

    For three days I attended the sessions. . . . There I met Ludlow Griscom who was then a young man with black hair, [wildlife artist] Francis Lee Jaques who had just started his distinguished career at the museum, Arthur Allen of Cornell, and even . . . Frank Chapman. . . . The climax came when I was introduced to Fuertes. . . . Just what the great man* said about these [Roger’s] drawings I do not remember, but I know he was kind. . . . Later, as we walked down the broad steps to the first floor of the museum he reached into his inner coat pocket and withdrew a handful of red sable brushes. Picking out a flat one about a half inch wide he handed it to me, saying: “Take this; you will find it good for laying in background washes.” I thanked him and before we parted he added: “and don’t hesitate to send your drawings to me from time to time. Just address them Louis Fuertes, Ithaca, New York.”


  




  The Jamestown teen hesitated to take Fuertes up on his offer. Two years later, the older artist was killed in a car accident at a railroad crossing. Fuertes remained the bird painter whom Roger would cite countless times as his paramount artistic influence. A review by an older Roger of Fuertes’s approach could have described his own philosophy of bird portraiture in future years:




  

    The most difficult thing for a young bird artist to master is knowledge of pterylography, or the geometry of feather pattern. It seems complex, and yet, in a live bird it reduces itself to rather simple and beautifully arranged patterns. Fuertes understood this early and made full use of it. . . . His touches of foliage and accessories are always good. He never improvised as much as . . . some of the other bird painters. He apparently used real vegetation to work from, and studied its structure as carefully as he did his birds.


  




  As important as the Fuertes meeting to Roger was his brief introduction to some young men who would become lifelong friends. He long remembered a “special get-together” in Frank Chapman’s office at the American Museum of Natural History where Edward Howe Forbush showed attendees Fuertes’s original plates for volume one of Forbush’s Birds of Massachusetts, a favorite of Roger’s. “So that all of us could see better, Forbush perched on a small stepladder while he held up one painting after another. At the foot of the ladder were two teenagers, Joseph Hickey and Allan Cruickshank.”




  High schoolers Hickey and Cruickshank were members of the Bronx County Bird Club, which they and seven other Bronx boys—of Irish, Scottish, Jewish, and Polish extraction—had founded a year earlier. Roger would have to wait before he could join the club. When he did, he made up for lost time.
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  During the first half of 1926, Roger, a champion letter writer, made the acquaintance of a high school senior and fellow nature enthusiast, Russell Walp, of Youngstown, Ohio. Their long-distance friendship gave the Jamestown youth his first taste of notoriety, albeit among the limited membership of the Nature Correspondent Association, Walp’s assemblage of about seventy young people who loved some aspect of nature. The group issued a quarterly newsletter, Passenger Pigeon, with Walp as editor and Roger as “curator of birds,” then staff artist and adviser to fellow NCA members on issues of art and photography. Walp announced to members in January 1927: “Roger Peterson . . . is going to study art in New York.”




  Moving that month to New York City, Roger painted furniture in the morning (sometimes evenings too) and spent afternoons in classes at the Art Students League and later the National Academy of Design. He also regularly spent spare time with the Bronx County Bird Club, catching up with them at meetings of the Linnaean Society of New York, a club of amateur naturalists. Home was in Brooklyn with the family of Bernie Nathan, a fellow member of the Nature Correspondent Association.




  The Bronx boys’ policy was to admit only Bronx residents to their ranks, but they agreed to make an exception with Roger. “I was the first non-Bronx member of this club,” Roger said. “In fact, I hung around so much they couldn’t get rid of me. They had to let me in.” Purportedly because of Roger’s “constant and generally disparaging remarks about the avifauna of Bronx County,” Joe Hickey teasingly called him “Roger Tory Jamestown Peterson.”




  The club members profoundly affected one another. “They were so particular about how they made their [bird] observations,” says Joe Hickey’s daughter, Susi Hickey Nehls.




  

    Whenever they found something valuable, [they considered] who they should report it to. And I think that there were so few people that found any value in the field of bird study at that time—especially in their age group—that their camaraderie with each other inspired them to continue on, each of them in their separate paths, to . . . take bird study to something unique in each of their lifetimes.


  




  Birdwatching was for the tough-minded, not the weak-kneed. At Linnaean Society meetings, the Bronx club members subjected themselves and their bird-sighting records to merciless cross-examination by the society’s President, Ludlow Griscom, an assistant curator of birds at the American Museum of Natural History. Griscom was as known for his gruff manner as for his field skills. Roger would credit him with his acquisition of the “philosophy and fine points of field recognition,” things still in their infancy as bird enthusiasts weaned themselves from the era of shotgun birding. He and his Bronx friends were Griscom’s “most apt pupils,” he later wrote.




  Griscom’s 1923 volume, Birds of the New York City Region, was the unofficial textbook of the Bronx boys. Not exactly a field guide, most of the book was an “Annotated List of the Birds.” The text sometimes provided excellent field marks, other times just a note about the species’ distribution, telling where to seek the birds in the Bronx, Central Park, suburban New Jersey, or Long Island.
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  Still in high school back in Jamestown, Clarence Beal envied Roger’s freedom, teasing in one letter: “The Bronx Boys must be a bunch of toughs, certainly not the kind supposed to trip after the dear little birdies, and our Roger may come home with a gat in each hand, shunned by all respectable women and not a few of the other kind. (Hoping I am not painting the facts).”




  Like any mother whose only son leaves home, Henrietta Peterson fretted over Roger’s well-being, why he neglected to send regards to his father and sister, and whether he was associating with the right sort of young women. Mrs. Peterson also did his laundry via the post office. And, like the typical young man, he was likely reluctant to read her many admonitions.




  Periodically, Mrs. Peterson worried about her son’s lack of interest in church. “Rev. Lundgren lives in Brooklyn,” she observed. “Why don’t you look him up & go to church once in a while? I would not keep from church altogether. . . . It will develop the spiritual as well as the physical & intellectual side of one’s nature.”




  There was the Case of the Missing Coat, which amplified an early developing trait in Roger wherein life’s practical matters were not his main concern. For some time after Mrs. Peterson mailed him his spring coat in May 1928, she wondered why he hadn’t received it, finally ascertaining that it had been lost in transit. He was to make a claim for its insured value at his local post office, but never got around to it. Exasperated, she finally wrote in October: “I had it insured up to $25 so you ought to get something out of it. If you don’t need the money I do. By that I don’t mean to say that you should give it to me but just to let you know that if you don’t want it get it anyway & I could pay off my dentist bill.”




  Occasionally, although Roger’s father—crippled with a bad leg, suffering from rheumatism, drinking excessively—worked as often as he could at the Art Metal Company in Jamestown, there were money problems at home. Sometimes Mrs. Peterson had to borrow from her son’s savings. “Roger, I’m going to ask you a favor,” she nervously wrote. “If you can let me have it answer at once by return mail. You see, by the 1st of June a large payment is due on the house and I lack $26 to cover it. Also Margaret’s [high school] graduation is now on hand and I need extra money. So I thought if you would let me draw $50 or $55 out of the bank from your account just as a temporary loan I’d appreciate it.” Roger always gave his mother permission to withdraw funds from his account.




  Mrs. Peterson believed that she had to warn her son away from risky female relationships. Roger protested that he ought to be able to date women. His mother responded: “I did not mean that you should have no fun & not go with girls, etc. Only when having that sort of a good time one must be careful of the company one keeps. . . . So have all the fun you want to but still be careful & watch your step.”




  Roger’s mother was proud of his ability to quickly assess his surroundings—something any naturalist must do even in urban areas. A Jamestown friend had been to see him in March 1927 and relayed a favorable report home. Mrs. Peterson wrote to her son: “Stanford wrote home to his mother that you looked awfully nice & clean[,] also your fingernails & that a body would think you lived in New York all your life, the way you found your way about. He wrote that you knew more of N.Y. in 2 months than Adelle did in 3 yrs. That was quite a compliment I thought.”




  Although Mrs. Peterson often spent several lines asking Roger if he hadn’t written because he was sick, she was reassured after he enclosed a recent picture: “Everybody liked your picture you sent home, you seem quite strong & not at all starved in spite of the fact that you always wrote . . . that you did not seem to gain any [weight]. You surely gained some muscle by the looks of things.” That’s what immersion in the outdoors, hiking for miles on end, and climbing trees did for him.
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  After a session of the Art Students League in 1927, Roger still had enough money for some traveling. Being a well-read bird student, he wanted to meet a legendary South Carolinian bird man named Arthur Wayne. In looking back at the visit, Roger was nonjudgmental about Wayne’s initial notoriety as a procurer and stuffer of wild birds for paying customers. Wayne’s biggest client was a wealthy New Englander named William Brewster who had amassed an enormous private collection of stuffed birds that he used for his avocation of bird study and for whom the American Ornithologists’ Union named its prestigious honor, the William Brewster Memorial Award. Prior to enactment of protective legislation and Audubon wardens, Wayne and others were able to shoot and collect, in unlimited quantities, all birds, including the dwindling-in-number ivory-billed woodpecker. But Wayne went on to be considered an important ornithologist and wrote the first guide to the birds of his home state. Roger, the keen student, wanted to go where the knowledge was—and where the birds were.




  After this trip Roger returned to Jamestown to earn more money so he could continue with art school in New York (he returned there in January 1928). While in Jamestown he and Joe Hickey became dedicated pen pals. His letters to Joe itemized the species and numbers of birds he saw on his field trips; in one letter, Roger described Arthur Wayne: “Mr. Wayne is quite a character—slight of frame, & growing old, red hair cropped close & spinach whiskers, reminding one of [movie comic] Chester Conklin.—Usually he elaborates on his ailments but when he is feeling good he’ll tell of his remarkable experiences. . . . He claims to have added more birds to the known ornithology of one particular region than any man living & I don’t doubt that a bit.”




  Wayne had referred the eighteen-year-old to an acquaintance at the Preparation Room of the Charleston Museum, Alexander Sprunt Jr. Sprunt remembered meeting Roger thusly: “Making a somewhat bedraggled appearance, his belongings in a sack slung over his shoulder, he said it was his first trip to the South. . . . His funds amounted to thirteen dollars.”




  Sprunt and colleague Burnham Chamberlain allowed Roger to accompany them on a three-day trip to Cape Romain in the South Carolina Low Country. Roger later reported to Joe Hickey the guilt he felt in essentially causing the death of a few birds. It was his skill in bird identification, apparently exceeding that of Sprunt and Chamberlain, that led to the birds’ untimely demise:




  

    Indirectly I was responsible for the deaths of several birds!—Don’t tell anyone—I’m ashamed. The taxidermists [Sprunt and Chamberlain] were bent on obtaining specimens for the museum. We were on Cape Island—a fine place. I called their attention to a shorebird coming in across the water—I said, “See that Dowitcher coming in?—hasn’t he got a whale of a bill?”—“Danged if he hasn’t” said Sprunt.—Chamberlain banged away at it and missed. It lit alongside of two regular Dowitchers and the difference was very apparent—It took off just as Chamberlain fired again.—I myself would hardly have relied on my senses to actually record such a nondescript bird but Sprunt & Chamberlain said that the identification was practically positive—It was a long-billed Dowitcher! . . . It was my fault that a lot of other birds were shot—Sprunt took a look over a bunch of shore birds & pronounced them all Dowitchers. I said there were more Knots than Dowitchers—but only one was in high plumage—I pointed the latter out and as they flew Sprunt banged away at that particular bird & 5 Knots & 2 Dowitchers dropped! I had to turn away. I wish I had agreed that the whole bunch were Dowitchers—anyways they needed them at the museum.


  




  Here Roger offered his companions not only a glimpse of his birding talents but an early look at the absentmindedness for which he would become known, which often kept him from considering his bodily needs. Birds did this to him. The teen borrowed a skiff early one morning and didn’t return till sundown. Sprunt recalled: “We knew he could not have had anything to eat all day. He lived in a sort of trance the entire time and after dinner usually sat on deck, staring with a rapt expression across the waters. . . . After the first day we saw to it that he took food on his solitary jaunts and that he changed occasionally into dry clothes.”




  After hearing Roger’s stories, including tales of Arthur Wayne, Joe Hickey jokingly lengthened Roger’s name by another syllable, calling him “Roger Tory Wayne Jamestown Peterson.”




  The following year, Roger met another legendary man in his first trip to Cape May, New Jersey, an ideal place to search out abundant migrants. Roger, Clarence Beal, and a New Jerseyan, Edwin Stearns, hitchhiked




  

    southward across the state of New Jersey. . . . It turned out that Clarence Beal’s uncle, Walker Hand, with whom we were to stay at Cape May, was a bird man. And it was at his modest home that we were introduced to Witmer Stone, one of the great field ornithologists of his time. Smiling benignly beneath his white moustache he seemed to enjoy thoroughly the three boys who plied him with so many questions. We heard of great rarities and red-letter days: the time four wood ibises [now called wood storks] were seen at Lighthouse Pond, and the time when he . . . [and others] spotted a Mississippi Kite on the road to Higbee’s Beach.
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  Several members of the Bronx County Bird Club, including Hickey and Cruickshank, attended college while Roger sent himself to art school via jobs in furniture decorating. Russell Walp had enrolled at the University of Michigan in the fall of 1926, majoring in biology. Roger’s sister, Margaret, entered college in the fall of 1929. Mrs. Peterson joyfully told him:




  

    Margaret is going to Elmira College this fall. She was accepted. You see she got a regents University Scholarship this summer. She will work for her board. It is all arranged through Mr. Persell & the President of . . . Elmira College who is a personal friend of Mr. Persell. Then too she worked as a dining room girl this summer that gave her experience in that line so she ought to see herself through with the aid of a loan that is also offered her through the loan fund of the college. We are all going to help her. Don’t you think it is great?


  




  Later in the fall, Mrs. Peterson advised Roger that “I have been sending . . . [Margaret] a dollar or two off and on. Because every time they turn around they get stuck for something—labratory [sic] fees etc. and then she needs little necessaries like paper[,] stamps[,] soap, toilet articles etc.”




  Roger expressed pleasure to his friends concerning his sister’s fortune. But in later years he would complain that he’d been told there was no money for him to attend college and resented that his sister had gotten help, as she never realized her potential. “The first time Roger took me to see his family, we stopped at the house where his sister lived with her family,” says Barbara Peterson. “At that time in my life, I was always dressed in a neat, tidy [outfit]. . . . Anyway, Margaret came downstairs with a child in her arms looking a bit frazzled. . . . She looked at me and said, ‘Oh, I always wanted a suit.’ But she said, ‘You know, I’ve tried to make six of them, and I’ve never been able to finish one.’ That was Margaret. . . . [Roger] didn’t have much patience for his sister, I can assure you.”




  Although in the late 1920s Roger was developing his talents in art and birding, his future was unclear. He confided doubts to Russell Walp, who kindly wrote in response: “No, Roger I think you are doing right, your opportunity will come, don’t envy me, because I think you have a bright future before you. Maybe I have gone to [sic] far, but by all means don’t give up your painting and stick to it and give it all the necessary time.”




  Of course, Roger had his dreams. When during the summer of 1927 he heard of Fuertes’s premature death, he wrote from Jamestown to Joe Hickey: “I guess I’ll have to take Fuertes’ place now.” A month later, he wrote Joe about a letter he received from an Australian pen pal that prompted another wish: “He says parrots of different kinds swarm in the shade trees of the city streets. Believe me, I’m going to go there sometime—(?)—Tis but an idle dream however.”




  Of all Roger’s acquaintances, few were more essential to the fulfillment of his dreams than a local journalist named William Vogt.
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    His school readers told him about Wilson and Audubon, the first and last American naturalists. Yan wondered why no other great prophet had arisen.




    —Seton, Two Little Savages


  




  William Vogt, a polio survivor, wrote a nature column that appeared in several Westchester County, New York, newspapers. He made Roger’s acquaintance in an unlikely place, the men’s room at the American Museum of Natural History. Roger was washing paint from his hands. Vogt wanted to know why. A friendship was born. Later, Roger took credit for teaching Vogt about birds.




  Roger took the newspaperman birdwatching on Sundays. “He would show me the flowers, and I would reciprocate by showing him birds,” Roger remembered.




  Vogt’s columns attracted the attention of state officials, who recruited him to manage a bird sanctuary at Jones Beach on Long Island. This he did for several years. It became a favorite meeting spot of the Bronx County Bird Club, to which Vogt had appended himself. Said Roger: “We . . . had parties at the old shooting lodge and then . . . [went] birding around the pond.”




  On a Bronx club outing along the Hudson early in 1930, searching for eagles and canvasbacks, Roger brought along some of his patternistic sketches to facilitate bird identification in the field. The sketches included little arrows drawing attention to what he thought were the most salient field marks. Roger showed them to Vogt, who was so excited by their potential that he urged his friend to create a field guide—and didn’t let up until Roger agreed to embark on the project.




  By the summer of 1930 Roger had taken his project to a new place—Maine.
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    He would strive and struggle as a naturalist. When he had won the insight he was seeking, the position he sought would follow, for every event in the woodland life had shown him—had shown them all, that his was the kingdom of the Birds and the Beasts and the power to comprehend them.




    —Seton, Two Little Savages


  




  John Aldrich, later a scientist with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, had run the nature program at Chewonki, a summer camp for boys of society’s upper echelons, in Wiscasset, Maine. Upon graduating college, he was to take a job with the Buffalo Museum of Natural History. The camp’s director, Clarence Allen, knew he would need a replacement. While interviewing at the museum, Aldrich had a chance meeting with a young fellow “who seemed to know something about birds,” and recommended the fellow to Allen, who hired the youngster blind.




  Allen’s first contact with the fellow may have made him think twice about his hiring decision, for Roger Tory Peterson sent him a telegram that read: “If you want your camp naturalist send me $39.40. I’m broke.” The camp director obliged and two weeks later:




  

    Roger arrived, on foot, having walked the six miles from the Wiscasset railroad station into camp—for the very good reason that he was literally broke. . . . He arrived with his two heavy suitcases and dusty from the long walk from the village. It was not his shy smile nor the quietly spoken “I am your nature counselor,” but it was something else that set him off from the score of college men gathering to help us launch another camp season. . . . Looking back after forty years, I have to assume that the effect on my wife and me at that first encounter . . . may have astonished us just because the Allens had not been face to face before with undeveloped but potentially great genius.


  




  Allen’s son, Doug, was small when Roger arrived at Chewonki but has some distinct memories of him. “He looked like a bird, to be insulting but truthful. . . . In the evening, sometimes, we’d sit on the back porch of the farmhouse, which was the headquarters, at the camp, . . . and Roger would say, ‘Okay, I’m going to call in a meadowlark’ or a this or a that, and he’d chirp and whistle and so forth, and by God, invariably, whatever he was calling in would show up. He really had a way of communicating with these creatures.”




  Roger and the elder Allen were kindred spirits. Clarence enjoyed identifying birds by sight and sound. It was only natural that Roger’s knowledge of and devotion to nature in general and birds in particular would be embraced by his boss. Says Doug of Roger’s influence: “I’d say he reinforced the fact that Chewonki, unlike other camps that I’ve heard of or visited, was really dedicated to nature and birds. . . . I suspect, before that, at Chewonki, . . . there was no real advocate of birds. That he was the first one who really ran with it.”




  Chewonki would never be the same, the camp’s current director, Don Hudson, confirms. “It’s fair to say that . . . the deal was sealed when . . . [Allen] hired Peterson, because from that point forward, it was clear that Chewonki was going to have a strong nature program.” The preeminence of natural history at the camp was institutionalized.




  It helped that Roger had a way with young people. He’d had no teacher training nor formal higher education other than art school, but “Clarence nurtured that teaching side of him,” says Hudson. Allen was the headmaster during the school year at the prestigious Rivers School outside Boston. Roger was the perfect protégé. Hudson adds: “The kids loved him. He was like the pied piper.”




  One of the activities that Roger instituted, which survives to this day, is “Mystery Corner.” The day’s programs still begin at the same converted chicken coop where every morning there would be a new natural history mystery. “It may be an animal part, skull, or a feather from a wing, or it might be a plant to identify. Mostly plants and animals, sometimes maybe something geologic as well,” says Hudson. Over the course of the summer, the campers who did best at Mystery Corner received a reward.




  Lee Peterson, Roger’s younger son, followed his father to Chewonki three decades later*, teaching some of the same programs. Roger’s imprint on the camp was omnipresent: “It was definitely there when I was teaching natural history.” Besides Mystery Corner, Lee continued another idea of his father’s, still used at the camp. “He’d instituted a program of flow charts where the kid’s name would be on the left-hand margin and above there’d be columns of certain disciplines learned, kind of like the Boy Scouts where they have their various merit badges.”




  More fun for the boys than tracking their growing nature knowledge were other activities, still current. “Roger was a big fan of sort of roaming around in the woods and exploring, learning as you went,” says Hudson. “Then he’d come back, and I’m sure they’d use that big chart on the wall of the nature museum to record everything that they’d seen and to quiz people on, ‘Well, do you remember this?’ We still do a lot of that informal exploration, which kids love to do. . . . Early morning bird walks—I don’t think they were done at Chewonki until Roger came along. Now it’s an institution. . . . Clarence kept that going after Roger left.”




  Campers would run delightedly to Clarence Allen to tell him about what they had learned that day with Roger: how to identify the male Monarch butterfly, why it was that goldfinches nest late in the summer, how to distinguish between evergreens. Toward the end of the summer of 1931, Roger had an invigorating experience with a moose, which he shared with campers. He wrote to Joe Hickey:




  

    Just before camp broke up I got a slick Graflex picture of a moose—a big bull—within forty feet!—After photographing it I chased it half a mile right thru the center of camp & across the baseball diamond so that every kid saw it!—In fact the thing turned & charged me once when I was tagging at its heels—wow!—was I ever nonplussed! One quick dive into the Hemlock Bushes saved me.


  




  Roger realized that opportunities awaited him through camp contacts. “Allen introduced Roger who came from, you know, a working family in western New York, . . . to people of wealth who were able to make decisions that could change somebody’s life if it had a money component to it,” observes Hudson. Among the illustrious offspring who attended Chewonki were relatives of Woodrow Wilson, the Roosevelts, and Charles Lindbergh.




  Allen ended up being Roger’s benefactor. At the end of Roger’s second summer at Chewonki in 1931, the Great Depression was almost two years old and close to hitting bottom. It wasn’t a time of opportunity for a young, unemployed male like Roger, however gifted he was. Allen asked him if he’d like to teach natural history at Rivers School. The offer included “bed and board, a quiet place to work, and some pay” and thus the young teacher would have a job year-round. While teaching at the school, Roger could devote free time to his field guide. Allen’s secretary at Rivers would be available to type the manuscript.




  Now a man of the Boston area, Roger could reestablish contact with birding mentor Ludlow Griscom, who had left New York in late 1927 for the Museum of Comparative Zoology where he became the research curator of zoology.




  But Roger was frustrated. Despite uneasiness with Sprunt and Chamberlain shooting birds for the Charleston Museum, he had come to do some licensed “collecting”—or shooting and skinning—of birds himself. This was something that anyone with ornithological aspirations was expected to do; it also helped in painting some species for the field guide. Weirdly, bird protection laws actually conflicted with the latter endeavor. And he wasn’t getting dates after a clumsy breakup with his girlfriend. Using choice language, he complained to Joe Hickey:




  

    Dammit!—I don’t like Massachusetts at all—I find that I cannot draw books out of the Boston Public Library because I live in Brookline—I cannot get a collecting permit because bird painting falls under the head of “personal gain”—Hell! A person can’t do a goddam thing around here—Can’t get along with any of the local babes because they’re all “debs” & their mamas don’t favor school teachers. . . . Just now, my sex-life is the thing I’m worried about.
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  An employee of the Austin Ornithological Research Station in Cape Cod was birding one day when a car containing several young men pulled up. Spilling out of the car and observing how he went about identifying birds, “they looked down their noses at me,” says now retired biologist Roland Clement.




  

    They said, “Don’t you know the Peterson field mark system?” They were from the Rivers School where Roger Peterson was teaching. Of course, Roger hadn’t published his field marks. But these kids had been trained on the field marks. They were showing off. I didn’t know the system. I knew most of the birds pretty well. That was my first hearing of Roger Peterson, in 1933, the year before he published the field guide. Because of that experience, I decided to go back to school to see if I could make a living working with birds instead of just watching birds.


  




  The Nuttall Ornithological Club, dominated by stuffed shirts of Boston Brahman lineage who still tended more toward bird-in-the-hand identification than new member Ludlow Griscom’s method of calling a species by sight, was initially loathe to admit the supremely confident twenty-four-year-old Roger Tory Peterson, a mere natural history teacher of humble origins. “The first time I was put up for membership,” Roger once said, “I was black-balled by some member who said I was too cocky about the [bird sighting] records I turned in. And so I wrote the field guide and they finally let me in.”




  Griscom, with the stature of a museum curator, successfully moved to “untable” Roger’s membership nomination in 1933. He had a hand in the publication of Roger’s guide too, but not before Roger’s friend and encourager, Bill Vogt, as a one-time, starry-eyed literary agent, unsuccessfully marketed the finished product to four different, skeptical publishers.




  In writing the guide and drawing his sketches, the fledgling author had spent countless hours in the field honing his bird identification skills, and more hours again studying bird skins and laboratory specimens at Boston-area museums and universities. When Vogt failed to interest any publishers, Roger took his manuscript in the summer of 1933 and went to see Francis H. Allen, an editor at Houghton Mifflin at Two Park Street, Boston. Allen (no relation to Clarence) was an avid birdwatcher, head of the Massachusetts Audubon Society, and a Nuttall member, who was as likely to spend time dictating letters about a rare bird sighting as he was actually editing a manuscript. According to Paul Brooks, the young editor who shared his office with Allen, the elder editor liked what he saw in Roger’s work and recommended it to his colleagues. But there was another hurdle—Ludlow Griscom’s approval.




  Roger later learned that Allen “brought in Ludlow Griscom . . . and seated him at the far end of the long table in the Houghton Mifflin board room in Boston. He then held up one plate after another. Without hesitation, Ludlow identified every bird.”




  That was all Francis Allen needed. But the publisher wasn’t going to be rash about compensating the author for a book to be sold for $2.75 at the height of the Great Depression. The (much less useful) Reed guide, which Roger had used as a boy, could still be purchased for only a dollar. Roger remembered:




  

    Houghton Mifflin . . . planned to print 2,000 [copies]. . . . I was told, “It’s an expensive book—with four color plates. Therefore we can give you no royalty on the first 1,000.”




    Well, I was absolutely flabbergasted on the date of publication [April 27, 1934]. It was a wonderful thing to walk through Harvard Square, and to see in the co-op there a whole window full of my field guides! Of course, the book was literally gone on the publication date. Then they scrambled around getting it reprinted, which took several weeks.


  




  It quickly became a new world for birdwatchers. Peterson protégée Fleur Ng’weno, a conservationist-naturalist in Kenya, describes the aftermath of this watershed event:




  

    The Peterson field guides—the first bird books aimed at the general public—opened the eyes of millions of people. Birds became something they could watch and identify and learn more about and travel to see. For many it was (and is) something of a sport, but for most bird-watchers it is more than a hobby—it becomes the doorway to a way of life.


  




  Consequently, says Ng’weno, “Roger should be remembered as the ‘father of the environmental movement.’”




  In the short term, twenty-five-year-old Roger’s A Field Guide to the Birds, which covered the eastern United States, served as a springboard to his teaching on a national level, on the staff of the still struggling National Association of Audubon Societies.




  Footnotes




  

    *   Roger would eventually be dubbed “The Great Man” by admirers




    *   By this time, says Hudson, the camp was run by a nonprofit foundation. Boys of different backgrounds attended.


  




  Chapter Two




  The Boy Wonder and the Conservative Conservationist




  In November 1934 a new executive director took charge of the National Association of Audubon Societies. John Hopkinson Baker, an investment banker and an arch political conservative, also a birder and a conservation ideologue, was elected the previous year as the association’s chairman of the board. He selected Roger Tory Peterson to head the association’s education department. Several turbulent years, however, preceded these changes at the association.




  The successor to the association’s founding executive, William Dutcher, had been T. Gilbert Pearson, a North Carolinian college professor who brought his jeweled tongue and principled passion to bird protection (he founded the International Council for Bird Preservation) and helped pave the way for federal legislation and a landmark treaty that eased the pressure on the association and its allies to be everywhere at every moment defending birds. The Migratory Bird Treaty was signed by the United States and Great Britain (acting on behalf of Canada) in 1916. The federal legislation, labeled the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, was originally enacted in 1913 but had been under court challenge since then. All suits were dismissed once Congress ratified the treaty in 1918. As a result, the U.S. Biological Survey was empowered to ban market hunting and springtime hunting (while limiting the length of the lawful hunting season), establish bag limits, and enumerate bird species, such as most types of shorebirds, which were protected from hunting.




  One would have thought that with such a resounding victory on behalf of birds, the association and Pearson wouldn’t have to mollify disgruntled members. But there were disgruntled members and they courted the sympathy of young Roger Tory Peterson. Back when he was still decorating furniture, attending art school, and roaming the wilds of New York with fellow Bronx County Bird Club members, he and his friends were one day almost literally hauled off the streets to assist a conservationist named Rosalie Edge in toppling the National Association of Audubon Societies.




  Edge, a one-time suffragist and a life member of the association, had founded the Emergency Conservation Committee in 1929 with two other dissidents, Irving Brant and Willard Van Name, responding to what she believed were Pearson’s ineffectual efforts to restrict bag limits and shorten the hunting season. Action was urgent because wetland draining was accelerating to expand agriculture, placing ever more pressure on waterfowl numbers. Edge and her conspirators accused the association of being in cahoots with gun manufacturers. Wishing to reach out to the association’s membership and lure it to her cause, she sued the association for its mailing list and won.




  “Like a lot of young men, who were her major acolytes—not women—he was fascinated by her power and her drive to reform the Audubon Society,” says Rosalie Edge historian Dyana Furmansky about Edge’s recruitment of Roger. “Young men thought she was really something. They were in awe of her. . . . He came to her house at 113 East 72nd Street and he helped her stuff envelopes. . . . She and Willard Van Name were openly talking about undoing the Society. And Peterson was amazed to hear this.”




  Fifty years later, Roger remembered those days vividly:




  

    During the month of May, I sometimes saw Mrs. Edge. . . . She had her binoculars in the Ramble in Central Park near 79th Street just across from the American Museum [looking for migrant warblers]. . . . She’d taken an interest in our small group of teenagers known as the Bronx County Bird Club. . . . Several of us were invited to a couple of the secret meetings chaired by Willard Van Name in Mrs. Edge’s apartment, where they planned their attacks on Dr. Pearson and the Audubon Society. . . . As a naïve teenager, a country boy from Jamestown, New York, I sat with open mouth at these secret meetings, not fully aware of what all the fuss was about.


  




  The feud between Edge and the association worsened when she perceived foot-dragging concerning the carnage at Blue Mountain in Drehersville, Pennsylvania, along the Kittatinny Ridge. There gunners congregated and shot hundreds—ultimately thousands—of migrating birds of prey for fun or spite. Most of the birds died quickly; many suffered for days before succumbing to their wounds. Pearson failed to act because, when he sent Robert Porter Allen to check reports of the carnage, Allen saw nothing (it was the wrong time of year). Then Edge leased the land where Blue Mountain sat, with an option to buy, to keep gunners away. She beat John Baker, then chairman of the board of the association, who had moved to act but not swiftly enough. Edge established the Hawk Mountain Sanctuary. Baker found himself at odds with her for the next few decades.




  Furmansky believes Roger appreciated Edge’s activism but, while devoted to birds, he was “apolitical.” Perhaps because of his love of birds, and the talent she saw in him, Edge forgave him for accepting Baker’s job offer.




  “Mrs. Edge somehow continued to accept me as a friend and not belonging to the enemy camp,” Roger recalled. “We were always good friends. It might have been my youth. I don’t know.”




  “Roger Tory Peterson was so talented that he probably was going to go wherever he went, anyway, but she was an influence,” says Furmansky. “She showed him that there was a place for him to do what he loved with birds.” Edge was not just confrontational, but a firm believer in nature education. “The pamphlets that he helped stuff into the envelopes,” Furmansky notes, “He read them! . . . This was all educational material.”
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  John Baker was active in the Linnaean Society when Roger arrived in New York in the late 1920s. But the young artist really came to the investment banker’s attention when, in November 1933, Baker took note at the American Museum of Natural History of several color plates and drawings for Roger’s upcoming field guide. “It was exactly the sort of thing that he could appreciate—the fact that I was very systematic in my approach to teaching. The field guide is a teaching device, really,” Roger said later. “At that point I was teaching school in Brookline, Mass., at the Rivers School. I therefore had teaching experience and he thought a person who had both that and the expertise in natural history was what he wanted.”




  National Audubon Society historian Frank Graham Jr. regards Baker’s decision to bring Roger aboard more cynically. “Baker was rather an arrogant individual, very ambitious to make something out of the Audubon Society under him. And I think he saw that Peterson was almost a tool in doing that. He cultivated Roger. Put him out there in front. Made use of him whenever he could. Because Roger had that ability to attract people to the movement.”




  By November 1934 Roger was a minicelebrity of rising prominence. It couldn’t end with the field guide, with its diagrammatic illustrations and simple language. One could credit Baker with tremendous foresight.




  “The magic of Roger was he was able to simplify things,” says bird tour leader and author Peter Alden. “He prided himself on being a true word artist, in that he could take the 10 or 20 most pertinent facts, that you most needed for recognition of various birds, and put it all in three or four sentences. . . . Roger was able to pick through the clutter and find out the key differences by word, and then eventually also with his paintings.”




  Roger wrote in the field guide that the Carolina wren was “the largest and reddest of the Wrens; as large as a small Sparrow; rufous-red above and buffy below, with a conspicuous white stripe over the eye.”* The flamingo, he said, was an “extremely slender rose-pink wading bird, with a broken ‘Roman nose’; as tall as a Great Blue Heron, but much more slender.”**




  In teaching field identification, Roger was “fortunate in possessing sufficient artistic ability to bring out . . . field marks in original drawings, which are in black and white as they should be, while all the species of the same group are represented in exactly the same position which facilitates comparison,” read a review in The Auk. “The Ducks, for example, . . . we see . . . sitting sideways on the water, while in another [plate] they are depicted on the wing. The Gulls are all shown in a hovering position. . . . In the Sparrow plates little arrows point to characteristic and distinctive markings.”




  Did Roger think he was contributing to science? Yes, and no. “It is the discovery of rarities that puts real zest into the sport of birding, a zest that many of us would like to interpret as ‘scientific zeal’ rather than the quickening of our sporting blood,” he wrote in the beginning of A Field Guide to the Birds, acknowledging that “old timers minimize the scientific value of this type of bird work. Truly, it has but little. Recognition is not the end and aim of ornithology, but is certainly a most fascinating diversion—and a stage through which the person who desires to contribute to our knowledge of ornithology might profitably pass.”




  Pulitzer Prize-winning scientist-author E. O. Wilson once wrote, “The beginning of wisdom, as the Chinese say, is calling things by their right names.” Of Roger’s first field guide, Wilson says, “The style he introduced of focusing down on the diagnostic traits of each species and indicating them with a clear field mark was brilliant. In other words, he abstracted the bird, to some extent without destroying the reality of it, and brought our attention to how to quickly tell them apart at a glance.”




  Wilson has immense admiration for him: “Roger Tory Peterson was a great scientist. He was a far better scientist and more productive and influential than the majority of professionally trained scientists. . . . He acquired and transmitted a great deal of new knowledge about birds. . . . He definitely made important contributions to the growth of ornithology and, therefore, science.”




  Was Roger a scientist—or a sorcerer? Clarence Allen told of a weird display of sensory acuteness that would become familiar over the course of Roger’s life:




  

    The party [of birdwatchers] was something more than mildly surprised to see the famed leader of the walk lie right down on the ground and close his eyes just as soon as the party reached the appointed place. . . . His well-known sleeping habits* could hardly account for this lack of courtesy and interest in the purpose of the walk. Just as those in charge began to feel some explanation was in order for this embarrassing behavior, Roger got up and then and there reported on a score of birds he had identified by their chips and chirps as they flew overhead. Later, for the rest of the walk, he led the party to spots where they found exactly the birds he had picked out of the thin air.
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  As Baker’s underling, Roger suppressed his sorcery. Work at Audubon headquarters, 1775 Broadway in Manhattan, was mundane. At Baker’s behest, Roger reorganized the “service department”—the division that sold things like books and birdhouses—and assembled a catalog of its offerings. Next was revitalizing the Junior Audubon Club, which had helped spur his interest in birds as a boy. “In the early 1930s,” he remembered, “the . . . [association] lost half of its membership. It was down to only 3,500 when John Baker took over. . . . Someone said it was because of Mrs. Edge’s attacks on Pearson and the Society with her pamphlets. Others contended it was because of the Great Depression when eighteen million people were out of work. Many more were hungry. It was probably a bit of both.” Attracting children would help the cause and the association.




  This meant a field trip. Over a two- or three-week period, Roger visited schools, met teachers, and toured children’s museums to get ideas for bolstering Junior Audubon and, especially, for improving the old Junior Audubon leaflets. Reflected Roger: “The leaflets were . . . almost like minor ornithological papers. In other words, written as though the authors expected their peers to pass judgment on them. . . . They were not really written for children.” He left his meetings with teachers convinced he would have to rewrite the leaflets twice—once for children up through about age nine, and once for older children. “I had used those same leaflets years ago and it seemed quite extraordinary that 20 years later I should have the task of doing them over. These leaflets sparked me and now they would spark others.”




  As Roger had been taken with Ernest Thompson Seton’s use of marginalia in his writings, he decided to add his own to the new Junior Audubon leaflets. And he devised materials for teachers to use in the classroom. In time he would rewrite and redesign dozens of educational leaflets about different bird species, as well as leaflets focusing on regional avian specialties. By 1939 proving early on his credentials as an all-around naturalist and not simply a bird specialist, he would be responsible for fifteen meaty pamphlets in a series titled Nature Study for Schools, initially premiered in Bird-Lore and then reprinted for distribution. Among the topics were marshes, soil, water, grasslands, forests, nature trails, and small nature museums.




  Twenty-three of the Junior Audubon leaflets would become the basis for Roger’s second book, The Junior Book of Birds, published in 1939. It was supplemented with his paintings, as well as those of his artistic forebears—Fuertes, Brooks, Bruce Hors-fall—whose works had decorated leaflets he read as a child in Miss Hornbeck’s class. It also was decorated by Roger’s marginalia, as inviting as Seton’s had been a generation earlier. There were birdhouses and bird feeding trays, but also common yellowthroat fledglings nuzzling each other on a branch, starlings swarming a tree, a Baltimore oriole constructing its hanging-sock nest at the end of a twig, a towhee scratching the earth for seeds.




  In The Junior Book of Birds one could imagine Roger talking to the boys at Camp Chewonki or to children he began teaching on association speaking engagements. None of it was fanciful, and it usually had an ecological message:




  

    You have heard people say that so and so is “silly as a Goose.” If they mean a tame Goose they are right. But a wild Goose is very clever. It needs to be. With all the trouble it has, a stupid bird could not live very long.




    Can you swim under water? It is slow work, isn’t it? A Loon can swim under water as fast as a man can walk on land.




    The Bobolink is the bird with the upside down suit. Most birds have the light colors on the breast and the darker colors above. But not Bob. It seems as if he were in a hurry when he dressed.




    If you had to travel half the distance around the world each year and change your clothes each trip you would probably be in a rush, too. That is just what Bob does. . . . When Bob starts north he looks like a large Sparrow. He changes his traveling suit as he goes.




    Some people are jealous of the bird. They do not like to see it catch fish which they want for themselves. This is selfish. What is more, most of the time the Kingfisher eats fish that you and I do not want—minnows and chubs. . . . Why should we mind, then, if the Kingfisher fishes in our lake?




    It is not wise to set birds and animals free where they do not belong—or plants either. Have you ever tried to dig dandelions out of the lawn? Dandelions were brought to the new world by man, and now they are everywhere. They cause us much trouble. [About the starling, introduced in the United States from Europe during the 19th century]


  




  Lecturing to children sometimes fostered surprises. Roger’s first teaching engagement outside the Rivers School happened not long before he joined the association staff. Bill Vogt arranged for him to make a presentation to 1,400 people, mostly youngsters, at the Brooklyn Academy of Music—the opening act, as it were, to a Douglas Fairbanks movie. He had his four-by-five glass lantern slides, which he’d meticulously colored by hand, and Allan Cruickshank, whom he’d dragged along, to assist with bird calls.




  “I remember starting out with a ghost story about the screech owls that haunted the cemetery at the north edge of Jamestown,” Roger said many years later. “While telling the story I imitated the screech owl and then I said, ‘From a distance came an answer.’ Allan Cruickshank, who was in the balcony, then imitated the answering screech owl. That was just fine. The kids thought it was great.”




  The audience received a few more bird imitations well, too. Then came a mishap involving one of his hand-painted slides. “At one point, I had a slide on the screen of a chestnut-sided warbler. . . . My commentary was a bit long at this point, and I heard the kids tittering and laughing—I looked at the screen—and horrors!—because of the heat of the projector, the chestnut-sided warbler was melting off the screen.”




  Early in the Baker years Roger was handed a crowded schedule and sent all over the Northeast. Once he had to give five lectures in two days. Another time, he gave eleven lectures in four days. Fighting the flu, he still had to show up for a school talk. On other occasions, because of his packed calendar, he had to turn “mental flip flops,” as he would later put it. A garden club, a private boys’ school, urban schoolchildren, and an art school all required a different, sometimes a radically different, approach.




  It eventually became clear that Roger and other association employees, like new staffer Cruickshank, deserved to have their time managed more wisely. Sometimes, “We would be able to accomplish little else,” Roger said. “We had to more or less work things out. And so by trial and error, we found out what would work, what wouldn’t work. And eventually we became professionals.”




  Occasionally, Roger revealed more of himself than he might have intended at these public appearances. Atlanta artist Richard Parks recalls how Roger came to have strong ties to the Georgia Ornithological Society. Two Emory University students started a birding journal called The Oriole in January 1936, which became affiliated with the Atlanta Bird Club. One of the students had badly traced a Fuertes orchard oriole painting for the journal’s cover. They contacted Roger at the National Association of Audubon Societies for his opinion of the journal. He offered to do an original orchard oriole line drawing for the cover and they accepted. In December 1936 he traveled to Atlanta to speak to the Atlanta Bird Club.




  “I don’t think he came down just to do a program at the Atlanta Bird Club Christmas Banquet,” says Parks, then a lad of sixteen and an aspiring bird artist who attended the banquet. “I assume he was making a tour around the eastern United States—and Atlanta was just one of his stops.” During his talk, Roger showed the banquet guests some of his lantern slides. At a breakfast the next morning, he became an honorary lifetime member of the brand-new Georgia Ornithological Society, formed by Atlanta Bird Club members hoping to bring “bird students” together from across the state. The Oriole, with Roger’s oriole on it, became the official organ of the Georgia group.




  Parks wasn’t at the breakfast meeting. Roger had given him something to think about the night before: “That’s the first time I’d seen him. I talked to him, of course. Told him I was a bird painter. . . . The only thing I can remember that he told me was that he sweat blood when he painted. And I couldn’t understand it—why it was such an ordeal!”




  “He was a perfectionist,” Roger’s second wife, Barbara, says of him. “There’s no doubt of that. If he was doing a sketch, he worked on it so it would be right. . . . He did the very best he thought he could. . . . He worked very hard.”




  [image: image]




  One of Roger’s mentors, Frank Chapman, had founded Bird-Lore with a conservationist mission in 1899 (its motto was the highly quotable “a bird in the bush is worth two in the hand”) and published it since then. Bird-Lore was loosely affiliated with the association for many years and allotted space to its activities. When John Baker took over the association he proposed buying Bird-Lore from Chapman, who was overwhelmed by publishing duties in addition to his myriad ornithological endeavors. Chapman agreed. Baker hired Bill Vogt to edit the magazine and made Roger its art director, assigning him the task of giving Bird-Lore a new look.




  It needed one. “The cover of the magazine with its old-fashioned design and Gothic lettering had the look of a religious journal,” Roger reflected forty years later. “It fell to me to design the new cover. Although I had once attended lectures by Frederic W. Goudy at the Art Students League, I was not a skilled calligrapher; nevertheless, I came up with some new lettering.” From the January/February 1935 issue onward, Roger provided most of the new, original cover paintings for Bird-Lore. The first one was a rough-legged hawk “on the wing over a wintry landscape as viewed from above by another hawk.” Each issue’s painting also featured his distinctive—rather spooky—signature, R T PETERSON, with paint from the R, T, P, and N eerily dripping. (Roger changed his signature after someone said it looked like bird droppings.)




  The transformation of the association didn’t end with the Junior Audubon Club and a magazine makeover. In June 1935 Baker sent Roger to the Maine coast to make a reconnaissance of areas suitable for setting up a summer camp. “John Baker felt that the junior clubs could only reach, with considerable effort, a certain number of children,” Roger recalled. “His idea was to have a place where we could train the teachers. This would be like the ripples on a pond. One youth leader could influence hundreds of individuals during the course of that person’s career.”




  The place Roger settled on was Hog Island in Muscongus Bay. For promotional purposes (including a screening at the annual association convention in October 1935), he took silent movies with an old Bell & Howell 35 mm camera, while a Life photographer named Charlie Jacobs took stills. Roger captured footage of the entire area—spruce trees approaching the edge of rocky shores, waves washing over impressive boulders, nesting colonies of double-crested cormorants and herring gulls (each boasting growing young), and the active, bulky nests of ospreys and bald eagles. The young artist made a cameo appearance in the film, erecting a no-frills blind on Eastern Egg Rock to watch herring gulls from. First, he confidently placed the supporting rods on a precarious-looking surface, threw a dark cloth over them, carried his scope and tripod inside, and disappeared. Roger’s then trademark prominent fore-lock of hair drooping over his face was just visible. On screen, his prose beckoned: “Teachers and other nature students are cordially invited to come to the . . . Audubon Nature Camp—to live among the birds and animals of these north woods. At the camp enthusiastic instructors hold the key to nature’s secrets.”
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—George H. Harrison, journalist, author, PBS producer
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