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Birding Catastrophe
BY RICK WRIGHT, WINGING IT EDITOR

Iwas in Manhattan that beautiful September 11, and
still feel the occasional pang of guilt that one of my

clearest memories of that catastrophic day should be of
a male American Kestrel floating south through the
still-blue sky over Lincoln Center. I’ve been distracted
at funerals by noisy Dickcissels in prairie graveyards,
and have had earnest encounters of the relationship
kind interrupted by the sudden appearance of a Black-
tailed Godwit. I guess some of us really are “never not
a birder.”  

The last days of August 2005 found me birding hard
in southeast Arizona, up too early and back too late to
turn on the television. Glimpses of dire headlines at gas
stations and convenience stores simply made me envy
birders in the southeast, who would be out checking
their local reservoirs at dawn: what wonders would this
latest hurricane with the cutesy name bring? 

Katrina wrought wonders and portents indeed. As I
write, refugees—strange word!—are seeking shelter all
over the country; even here in Tucson, preparations are
being made for a thousand of the newly homeless, a
tiny percentage of those whose lives have been ruined,
whose lives have been lost, in this calamity. New

Orleans is submerged behind its broken levees, and the
receding flood can only reveal new horrors, human and
environmental.

In those first days, the birding world, like all the
world, held its breath. Even the electronic lists fell
briefly silent, first in shock at the enormity of the dis-
aster and then in respect for its victims; when the chat-
ter resumed, birding reports were outnumbered on
many lists by messages seeking missing friends—or, in
some cases, confirming the worst. 

But by Labor Day, a week after Katrina’s landfall in
Mississippi, the mood in cyberspace was changing.
Even correspondents from the most severely devastated
areas were once again mentioning birds in their reports,
and the heartbreaking pleas for contact with lost rela-
tives were slowly but surely being replaced by news of
arriving western hummingbirds and digiscoping
queries.

Catastrophe makes us question the meaning of
much of what we do, and birding’s significance pales in
the face of a hurricane’s devastation. But for many of
the birders who were directly affected, and for many of
the rest of us who looked on from a distance in shock
and disbelief, birding is an important part of the nor-

mality we crave, a way to
overcome the grief of disas-
ter. Are we heartless, those
of us who are “never not
birders”? Far from it. But
we are fortunate enough to
have something else to turn
to, even in the face of an
event as horrible as Katrina.

Pelagic Trip Operators!
The annual Directory of Pelagic Trips is planned for the January/February 2006 issue of Winging It.

Please send information about pelagic birding opportunities from North American ports to the Editor at

winging@aba.org, fax 520 544-7502.


