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When I was a boy in school our teachers and textbooks poked fun at the Native 

American belief that the Creator could be found in every pebble, mountain and 

star.  Some Native Americans, along with other cultures, believe our souls enter 

birds before leaving the earth. 

We have a religious connection with birds.  Noah sent a raven out over the flood 

but it went to and fro, back and forth, round and round.  Then on the seventh day 

he released a dove and by evening it returned and as Scripture says, “(L)o, in her 

mouth was an olive leaf plucked off:  so Noah knew that the waters were abated 

from off the earth.”  A dove supposedly appeared over Jesus’ head after his cousin 

John baptized him.  The dove still represents peace. 

We see in birds things we admire, teach us and even sometimes fear.  Emily 

Dickinson wrote, “Hope is the thing with feathers.”  Albert Camus said, “Great 

ideas come into the world as gently as doves.”  Merlin turned Arthur into a bird to 

make him see from the sky that there are no boundary lines between peoples and 

nations. Yet we also have Winston Churchill saying, at the start of the nuclear era, 

“Doomsday will come on the glittery wings of science.” 

In Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird, the last name of Atticus and his two 

children is “Finch”—a species of bird.  At one point in the novel Atticus tells his 

children "it's a sin to kill a mockingbird” because for him it was akin to killing 

that which is innocent—like Tom Robinson—the black man accused of raping a 

white woman.  A more disturbing example of how birds figure into our psyche 

comes with the character Clarice Starling, the FBI agent in Silence of the 
Lambs.  Starlings like most birds find and devour insects.  The serial killer in the 

movie skins women and puts insects in the mouths of his victims. 



Birds evoke emotions in us.  Do the robins bring spring or does spring bring 

robins?  Its moot, of course, the sense of a new beginning comes with the arrival 

of both.   So hopeful a time it is a friend used to make a wish at the first sight of a 

Robin.  Yet, according to the English poet, writer and critic A. Alvarez,[1] the 

suicide rate is higher in spring than at any other time of the year.   When you are 

sliding backward into the abyss is it all the more painful to see the world bursting 

with new life? 

Whose heart in the Northeast hasn’t sunk, even a little, when at autumn’s end the 

geese go honking by overhead?  They are, Hal Borland wrote, the “voice of 

freedom and adventure…the epitome of wanderlust, limitless horizons, and 

distant travel.” [2] They make us understand such adventure is closed to us, at 

least for a while, as we hole up for winter.  Geese mate for life and when one or 

the other dies, the survivor is known to call out and look for their mate.  They can 

become disoriented and lost. 

My uncle was an upholsterer and when I was young I sometimes helped him pick 

up and deliver furniture.  We went to this one older man’s house once.  He was 

deaf and my uncle and him wrote notes to each other regarding the work he had 

done.  Not wanting to be in the way I wandered to a back window.  There I saw 

numerous birdhouses dotting his lawn.  I didn’t understand it then.  But now, as 

my hearing fades more, I find myself putting up birdhouses and the interior of 

my house contains images of birds and select birdhouses. 

I even have one faux bird in a cage but I leave the door open.  It reminds me of 

Michelangelo’s statue “Night,” where the male figure is half in the stone of which 

he is made.  The bird doesn’t leave because it’s inanimate and we do not leave the 

stone because as Michelangelo wrote, in whatever mood he was in, “Not to see, 

not to hear [or feel] is for me the best fortune.  So do not wake me!  Speak 

softly.”[3] 

Leonardo DaVinci is credited with having first thought of a machine capable of 

vertical flight—today’s helicopter.  Nobody knows why he came up with the idea 

but I think birds must have inspired him. 



Yet despite hundreds of research years and billions of dollars, we still haven’t 

come up with a helicopter that can fly with the agility and multi-range ability as a 

single sparrow.  Or sing while doing it!  Or even mate while flying--as some birds 

are capable of doing!  (Take that you helicopter planners!) 

There are mating calls, territorial calls, warning calls, alarm calls, rally calls and 

it’s lovely that we call all these and more --singing.  Who else among earth’s 

creatures, including ourselves, sing their days away?  Who else among earth’s 

creatures are around us on such a constant basis and yet we tend to go about our 

business and not really acknowledge them on a conscious level. 

We attribute special qualities to birds, like the Owl’s wisdom.  We say somebody 

is crazy as a Lune.  We call people “love birds” when caught up in the first sweet, 

trance-like throes of romance.  If you’re not brave you’re a “chicken.”  From the 

1880s into the 1960s the majority of American states enforced segregation 

through “Jim Crow” laws—so-called after a black character in minstrel shows. 

I’m not sure if birds are like us in that way in their own way?  But maybe so-- we 

have mockingbirds after all!  So, do you suppose its possible they might comment 

when they see a not-so-bright bird, “Doesn’t he remind you of Dan Quayle?”  Or if 

a bird is playing tricks they might say, “He’s such a Nixon.”   And when they spot 

a Blue Jay kill a baby bird do they draw references to Josef Mengele, the German 

SS officer and physician at Auschwitz, the so-called the Angel of Death? 

We talk about birds in unseemly ways.  For example we casually and without 

thinking comment about killing two birds with one stone.  We also strategize 

about getting our ducks in a row as if easier to kill or to win an argument.  When 

we say so-and-so is “for the birds” it isn’t a positive thing (except in this 

essay!)  And I still haven’t been able to find the origin of the phrase “flipping the 

bird.” 

In the old days canaries were carried into coalmines each morning.  If they keeled 

over, miners got out as quickly as they could.   Methane gas was leaking and 

explosions would surely follow.  But I don’t recall anybody ever thanking canaries 

for their help in saving human lives or expressing gratitude to them with a 

dignified burial. 



Today we become rightly horrified when birds get sucked into jet engines, and 

there have been nearly 60,000 such incidents reported since the year 2000.  Yet 

what about the garbage disposal-like grinding up of the birds themselves?  Does 

that evoke a tear or two?  And do we figure them into our equations about what is 

happening or what is to be done? 

What has increasingly saddened me most over the years is the phrase “road 

kill.”  I was at a restaurant once where the entire menu was a joking satire on 

dead animals, including birds. 

How lovely.  Through urbanization, deforestation, mining, logging and numerous 

other kinds of human activity we are destroying the natural habitat of wildlife, 

including birds, at an increasingly accelerated rate.  In fact, habitat destruction is 

currently ranked as the most important cause of species extinction 

worldwide.[4]  Add to this the Federal Highway Administration report that there 

are 

some four million miles of roads in the United States[5]--and 250 million 

registered cars and trucks.[6] 

Can there be anything more repugnant than destroying the habitat of birds and 

animals and then joking about their death on our roadways as “road kill”?  Yes 

there can.  Not only do squirrels and birds lie dead in the road, we drive over 

them over and over again.  We smash and mash them until they literally 

disappear. 

I carry a shovel in the trunk of my car to bury the bird and animal dead.  “What 

you do to the least of my creatures,” the holy man pleaded. 

Over the years I have begun to wonder about birds and whether they are trying to 

break through the wall that separates us from them?  I wonder if they are trying 

to tell us things only we aren’t paying attention, or we can’t hear them because 

they don’t talk like we do. 

Recent research contends that modern birds originated a hundred million years 

ago, long before the disappearance of dinosaurs.[7]  They are our single 

connection to an ancient past and I wonder if they carry some kind of molecular 



memory of the once empty world?   Because they know this are they trying to 

warn us about what we are doing to our world? 

Could it be that because they are more sensitive to, and threatened by, our 

poisoning of the water and air that they are developing a heightened 

consciousness of their own survival?  Because they are on the front lines of 

climate change, which some see as irreversible, are they developing extraordinary 

powers of expression?  Maybe the veil between their world and ours is 

increasingly thin. 

I do not want you to think I indulge in fantastical thinking when I tell you some of 

my personal experiences with birds, and the possibility they are trying toshow us 

our common bond.  I have a skeptical intellect and a religious heart.  I did my 

PhD dissertation on Walter Lippmann, a philosopher-journalist who believed in 

and dedicated his life to rationality.  (One critic charged he had an irrational faith 

in rationality).  But I also have a religious—or more accurately—a spiritual 

heart.  I was in the seminary.  A skeptical intellect and spiritual heart has caused 

many an internal debate--if not consternation. 

One of the earliest experiences I can remember in regards to my awareness of the 

thin veil between birds and us was the summer I spent with my maternal 

grandmother.  I was in my mid-twenties.  She was dying and my parents stayed 

with her at the hospital during the day, and I would relieve them and stay at 

night. 

Some nights before going to the hospital, I’d stop by my Irish friend John’s 

house.  He loved poetry--loved the way words sounded--and on this one 

particular night he recited Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven.”   I made a mental note 

that I didn’t really know what a raven looked like.  Was it like a crow--a very big 

crow? 

John and I said good-bye to each other and I went to the hospital.  I sat by my 

grandmother’s bed.  She was unconscious most of the time then, but once in 

awhile would roll her head from side to side and groan.  I couldn’t tell if it was 

from the pain or that she didn’t want any more drugs.  She loved the living world 



and maybe wanted to be lucid at the end.  My mother would tell me later that she 

tried to get up earlier that day.  Did she want to touch the earth one last time? 

I got up around ten the following morning and as I sat on the couch reading the 

morning paper, I heard this caw, caw cawing outside.  It seemed to be coming 

from the front steps.  Still in pajamas and bathrobe I went to the door.  My dog, 

which barked at almost anything, remained silent—and stayed very close to me as 

I went to the door.  She seemed, like me, afraid or at least uncertain. 

I reached the door and looked out and on the steps was this very big black 

bird.  It looked back at me with green, murky eyes that sent a shiver through me. 

I told it to go.  “Go away,” I said loudly, gesturing with my hand.  A sense away of 

foreboding began to come over me.  “Go away,” I said again, but it did not 

move.  Finally, on its own accord, it flew away, unusually slow and close to the 

ground.  My Grandmother died later that day. 

Probably the most poignant experiences I’ve had with birds came awhile back, 

during the Cold War, when the world seemed on the brink of a nuclear 

holocaust.   The esteemed psychologist Robert Jay Lifton had put forth the theory 

that we were “psychically numb” to the possibility of a nuclear war.  That is, we 

couldn’t bring to the surface and consciously grasp our own or the planet’s 

extinction.[8]  This wasn’t true for me and I wanted to find out if it was true for 

others. 

As such, I recorded interviews with more than 500 people of all ages in 38 states 

over the course of four summers.  One of my core questions, apropos here, was 

what they would miss most about the world after a nuclear war.  I was surprised 

at how many said they would miss birds.  Not, mind you, their children, loved 

ones, parents, and friends.  They said birds, often quickly, and without 

equivocation.   Sometimes tears would suddenly spill from their eyes as they 

heard their own answer. 

Jonathan Schell had written a powerful, widely read book at the time titled The 

Fate of the Earth. In it he talked about the insects we hate most, such as 

cockroaches and mosquitoes, being able to tolerate high doses of radiation.  They 

would multiple even more quickly than they do now and grow larger, said 



Schell.  They would come to dominate the earth and skies because birds—their 

natural predators—who are much more sensitive to radiation, would have all 

died.[9]  Schell named this part of his book “A Republic of Insects and Grass.” 

With questions such as “What would you do if the missiles were on their way?” or 

“What would you say to a loved one at the end?”—it felt as though the people I 

interviewed had revealed secrets unknown even to themselves before. 

Our conversation had been emotionally intimate, and many seemed 

wounded.  Because of this I often lingered afterward to make our separation more 

gradual.  During this stretch of time, I gently asked to those who said they would 

miss birds after a nuclear war, if they had read Schell’s book.  None had. 

On three different occasions on my trips around America, I accidentally killed 

two birds.  Once was on a road late at night, the other on a four-lane 

highway.  Both times I thought the birds might have been barn swallow.  I had 

not seen many since my youth and missed them.  I still don’t know if I am like 

them or want to be like them. 

 Hal Borland describes the bird, which he calls a  “Swift” bird, improvising 

moment by moment when flying, as if “too exuberant to be confined by 

patterns.  They make up their flight-songs as they go along, exultant, practically 

jubilant at being alive...”[10] 

After killing the second bird, I vowed that if I hit another bird again I would stop 

to bury it.  If we would miss birds so much after a nuclear war, shouldn’t we care 

more about them now? 

On a back road in Missouri, I hit a third bird.  It bumped against the top of the 

windshield of my van too quickly for me to hit the brakes or to know for sure 

what kind of bird it was.  My brief glimpse, however, made me think it was a barn 

swallow. 

I immediately pulled over to the side of road.  I got out and looked everywhere for 

the bird but couldn’t find it.  It was then I knelt in the tall grass under the wide-

open, cloudless, sky and uttered my first prayer for the birds.  I don’t remember 



what I said; the experience was too new and raw for me.  But I’m sure I said that I 

was sorry and had asked to be forgiven. 

I drove further on the same road and a short while later the sky above me was 

thick with male and female Cardinals.  Sunflower farms extended for miles and 

miles around.  I had never seen a flock of Cardinals before, let alone the 

immensity of what covered the sky.  You hardly ever see more than one male and 

female Cardinal together.  They are territorial and almost always occupy a small 

tract of land. 

Was there a connection between the praying and this extraordinary 

sight?  Probably not, I thought.  But then, later in the same afternoon, exhausted 

from driving in the excruciating heat and somewhat emotionally drained, I 

spread out a blanket in a very large Kansas City park and fell into a deep sleep. 

I awakened to a strange sound.  I rubbed my eyes awake and looked up to see 

where the sound was coming from.  I smiled, groggy though I was, because in the 

distance I saw two barn swallows playing merrily, as if they were best friends or 

lovers.  Then they suddenly turned back, as if having forgotten something, and 

sailed back around a large clump of tall trees.  It was silent for a few moments but 

then I heard this happy, chaotic squawking.  A whole flock of barn swallows 

appeared, sailing by in the distance and then disappearing.   Had they heard 

about my prayer?  Had they come, like the Cardinals, to thank me for being 

concerned about them?  I could not know. 

But what I did come to know was that a sky covered in Cardinals never happened 

to me again.  Nor did I ever again see such a happy flock of barn swallows, the 

birds I had loved as a boy. 

There were other moments since then, like the time a Mourning Dove flew into 

the glass door of my house and broke its neck.  That’s mourning “m-o-u-r-n-i-n-

g” and not “m-o-r-n-i-n-g.”  There was a party going on in my house at the time 

and I put the bird into a shoebox for later burial. 

The party ended and later that night I got a phone call that a mutual friend of 

ours had committed suicide.  Chris liked bourbon and smoked cigarettes.  I 

buried the bird, and sat before its freshly dug grave.  I toasted Chris with a shot of 



bourbon and took a few drags from a cigarette.  And then I visited with him for a 

while, remembering his intensity, his humor, and the experiences we had had 

doing documentary work together.  Some cultures believe our souls enter birds 

before after a person dies. 

I wrote a book about a 12-year-old girl who died of a brain tumor.  The book ends 

with the third year of a camp in northern New York State for children with 

cancer.  It was an unforgettable experience, topped off with another connection 

with birds. 

When the buses loaded with children with cancer are about to arrive at the 

campgrounds, the Olympic theme blares over a static-ridden loudspeaker and 

counselors, nurses, doctors and volunteers of all ages and sizes emerge from 

cabins, campground, dining hall and lake.  They race, sometimes tripping and 

falling to get to the buses before they arrived.  It reminded me of the opening 

scene of MASH when the nurses and doctors race to the helicopter or trucks 

bring the wounded. 

The children with cancer are greeted with enthusiastic and wild cheering.  The 

goal was to make them forget what they had been through and were 

enduring.  Some of the counselors even got on the bus before the campers had a 

chance to get off just to say, “Hi,” or “Welcome” or say nothing at all but begin 

hugging anybody they could get their hands on. 

When the children finally started to get off the bus it still seemed like 

MASH:  Who was bald from chemotherapy, or missing an arm or a leg. Who 

hobbled from too much pain. 

It’s difficult to see a child or even two in this condition, but when there are 90 or 

more the sight can’t help but shake you to your core.  I noticed an older woman, a 

volunteer, get up from her seat on the front row of the bleachers and move 

behind them.  She began having dry heaves and one of the counselors 

noticed.  Going up to her I heard him say, “You stop that right now. These kids 

are here to have fun and we’re going to give it to them.” 

Equally devastating, though for a different reason, was the end of camp, when the 

children were to return to the relative isolation of home--or go back to the 



hospital or a school that was reluctant to take them.  We don’t like to be 

reminded of sickness and death.  The fact that they are children makes it even 

more unavoidable. 

For two weeks children with cancer sang, laughed, shouted, cheered, and told 

secrets, and now it was at an end.   Children and adults were hugging and 

weeping in saying their good-byes.  A TV anchorman lowered his microphone and 

collapsed on a bench.  His cameraman wandered away, unable to do his 

job.  When children and staff say good-bye to each other at other camps they’re 

sad because they may not see each other for another year.  At a camp for children 

with cancer when they say good-bye it could be forever. 

The buses left--one slowly after the other, and running out in front of each was a 

clown aptly named “Crossroads.”  He pretended to lead the buses, as if humor 

could do the trick in these young lives.  But each time he also pretended to collide 

with a tree, arms flailing and falling down.  It was funny in an absurd sort of way, 

and perhaps fitting.  There are few things as absurd as the death of children. 

The counselors went back to their cabins, arms draped over each other, or alone, 

and suddenly it was quiet.  I was writing in my notebook what was to become the 

book’s ending: 

…High above the trees came a hawk from the direction of the departing buses.  It 

soared and circled, as if wondering why this great silence had settled over the 

land.  The Native Americans who lived in these mountains, the Adirondack 

Mountains, believe it meant good luck for a hawk to fly overhead before a difficult 

journey.[11] 

Later that same year there was a memorial service for the little girl I had written 

about, the one who had died of a brain tumor.  A woman came up to me 

afterward.  “Are you the writer,” she asked.  That’s what everyone, including the 

children, called me. 

Out of the corner of my eye I could see her husband begin to drift away.   I would 

soon realize that he probably wouldn’t be able to again hear what his wife was 

going to tell me. 



The woman and I were walked away from the others and she told me she had 

finished my book one afternoon.  She said it had been a difficult for her because 

her own daughter had died of a brain tumor.  While she sat with the book on her 

lap weeping her little boy burst into the room.  He begged her to come outside 

with him, that he had something to show her.  So consumed with excitement was 

he that he did not notice his mother’s tears. 

            The five-year-old would not take no for an answer and she reluctantly took 

his hand.  He led her to the sandbox where he had been playing with his toy cars 

and trucks.   Behind the sandbox was a thick, wooded area.  He pointed and said 

excitedly, “Look!  Look Mommy!” 

At first she didn’t see anything. She kept staring.  But then, blending in with the 

brown wooded thicket, she finally saw a huge hawk sitting on a branch looking 

back at her.   After what seemed like an eternity, it finally flew slowly away. 

She stopped, took a deep breath and my hands, “I had no doubt why it had 

come.  It came to tell me that my little girl was going to be all right.” 

Me, brave me, couldn’t raise my head to look into her eyes. 

I’ve been working on a biography of Pat Hingle.  He was a character actor and 

therefore not very well known.  But he starred in Pulitzer Prize winning plays on 

Broadway, and appeared in hundreds of television movies and films.  You 

probably remember him as Commissioner Gordon in a few of the Batman movies. 

But I did something biographers aren’t supposed to do.  I came to love this 

crusty, straight-talking guy.  I also failed to realize, as well, that I was also going 

to have to watch him die.  He had leukemia. 

Here’s what I said in my eulogy about Pat Hingle: 

Because Pat was such a strong, spiritual and yes– stubborn – man, who earnestly 

believed that his spirit would linger in this world to help others, and to look after 

(his wife) Julie, I opened my heart up to the possibility that I would see him 

again, in some form, in this world. 



Then early one very cold morning after he died, I was taking a walk when I heard 

some birds chirping.  I stopped and tried to find them with my eyes and at last 

they fully came into view. 

The birds were in a brown, dormant bush, barren of leaves or buds even.  It was 

then I saw—amidst a handful of sparrows-- a single Blue Bird.  It was looking at 

me, singing away unafraid.  The bird’s feathers were a vivid blue, exactly the color 

of Pat’s eyes. 

I should explain that such coloring is uncommon in winter, when Blue Birds grow 

dull feathers to protect them from predators.  The males are a bright blue again in 

spring. 

But not this particular Blue Bird!  He stubbornly held onto his color.  It was still 

January but he was all about spring. 

I never saw the Bluebird again but have wondered since if Pat had found a way to 

tell us that all is well, that he’s happy, and that he wanted us to celebrate spring 

even in the midst of winter--even in the midst of our great loss, even when we 

would give just about anything to hear from him one more single out loud 

word. [12] 

But birds are happy creatures, too, or why else would they sing?  So birds must 

have a sense of humor.  Lest I end all this with another poignant story, I want to 

tell you of a time when they made me laugh out loud and in front of strangers. 

I was travelling in Scotland this past summer and was making my way to an Abby 

on the northern coast that dated back centuries.  It was a silly day in certain 

ways.  Let me tell you of two such instances. 

Though it is an English speaking country I had difficulty making out the Scottish 

accent.  We had to take a ferry across a bay and as we were docking, the skipper’s 

voice came over the loudspeaker explaining which bus was for which 

journey.  For the life of me I couldn’t make out what he said.  Worried that I 

would miss my connection I stopped to ask one of the deck hands.  “Sir,” I said, 

too loudly and slowly, “where should I get off to make my connection?” 



He stared at me for a few minutes and then smiled, answering in his best English; 

“I’d get off on the side where there is no water!” 

There was a second ferry ride to reach the Abby and it was chilly.  I found a small 

space on the boat where there was little wind.  A woman was also standing there 

and we struck up a conversation.  Her son had been to the states and we talked 

about that.  I asked her some things about Scotland and we joked about the 

accent and Haggis, the national dish, consisting of a sheep’s stomach, liver, heart 

and 

tongue. 

She and I were having such a grand time talking we didn’t notice that the ferry 

had landed.  People had already disembarked.  “Oh, my husband will be worried,” 

she said in that gorgeous Scottish accent, and dashed off. 

I called after her, “Don’t tell him you were with a Yank!” 

As I strolled off the ferry I could see her up ahead talking to her husband, and 

pointing animatingly back at me.  Don’t ask me why, but I blew her kisses.  The 

two laughed and laughed, shaking their heads. 

After visiting the Abby I stopped at a lovely little teashop.  I took my cup out into 

a garden adjacent to the shop and found an empty chair to sit in near the bushes 

and trees.  I thought about what the deck hand said to me about getting off on the 

side where there was no water, and blowing kisses to the Scottish woman. 

Just then I heard a bird sound I could not recognize.  I kept trying to place it from 

memory.  What began as just a bird or too, now seemed to be a chorus.  It was so 

unusual that others looked up from their conversations, curious no doubt like me, 

as to what all the chatter was about. 

It finally came to me.  Because I had heard the sound only mechanically before I 

had failed to realize that they were Cookoo birds!  “Cookoo” they kept singing, 

louder and louder it seemed.  I laughed wondering if they were talking about me. 



 After these and other experiences, I wonder when such incidents or coincidences 

start to look like a pattern that points to “yes”—yes there is something 

recognizable in the inexplicable?  Though probably far-fetched to many, I believe 

the birds may be able to reach us.  I believe it with all the uncertainty that comes 

with the word “faith.” 

I opened with something from Emily Dickinson and let me close with something 

else by her.   She was a rebel both in her poetry style and her convictions. She 

stopped going to church, something scandalous in her small Amherst, 

Massachusetts’s village.  But she found a spiritual home in Nature. 

To paraphrase her blessing:   “In the name of birds, butterflies, and breezes. 

Amen.” 
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