


life with such rare birds. Mr. Brewster did not hesitate to give sight
records of rare birds of his own, but he was always most careful to
state that he was thoroughly familiar with this species in life in other
parts of the United States where he also had had field experience.
“With the passage of time everybody accepted his statements, as every-
body knew that he had indeed had the field experience he claimed. It
was this that started me off on my own chase of a large life list from
1907 on—for which 1 have been teased all my life—as in reporting
rare birds I, too, wished to be able to say that I knew this bird well
from field experience in other sections of the country.

Mr. Brewster has published a charming letter written to him on
January 20, 1905, about a sight record of a Glaucous Gull, then so
rare a bird in Massachusetts that every case was a matter of record.
The youthful author, in reciting his observation, closed with the fol-
lowing remark: ‘““While I do not feel this observation was conclusive,
. . . I still believe the bird to be a Glaucous Gull.”” Brewster writes:
“While this observation was certainly not conclusive, . . . .”> The
youthful author of the letter was Glover M. Allen, soon to attain a
national reputation as an ornithologist!

The next point I wish to make is that the reporting of an observa-
tion required some similar phrase of humility, which was exacted from
all young men reporting sight records of birds in my youth. I asked
myself the rhetorical question: What was the matter with this observa-
tion, and why was it certainly not conclusive? The answer is that there
was no specimen, no good glasses were used, because none existed,
and there was no comparison with other species, such as the Herring
or Great Black-backed Gull. While this lack of favorable circumstances
of observation was certainly not the observer’s fault, you just had to
wait until this happened to you!

In December, 1911, I persuaded the late Waldron DeWitt Miller to
visit Gardiner’s Island, Long Island, with me in search of rare ducks
and other sea birds. I wish here to pay tribute of my indebtedness
to Miller for many valuable experience pointers in the field and to state
how much I feel I owe him. But as we were going down in the train
to Greenport, I chattered happily about what birds we might expect
to see, and 1 was so rash as to mention that we ought to find the Red-
throated, as well as the Common Loon. Miller immediately interrupted
me and said in a displeased tone of voice, ‘“‘Everybody knows that
these species are inseparable in life.”” I find from my journal that we
saw one Red-throated Loon on December I, five on the 2nd, and two
on the 3rd, and one specimen in excellent condition was found dead
on the beach and collected. Mr. Miller’s notes read, ‘‘One specimen
collected, others believed seen.”

I may now mention that on this trip we found a Black Guillemot
on one of the ponds, had a most excellent observation, and it was
Miller who first identified this bird and who proved that it could not
be a White-winged Scoter. This bird has never been mentioned for
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The next period might be regarded as the period of success.
Thanks to automobiles, improved field glasses, spotting scopes, the
matchless Peterson guides, and colored plates of every species of North
American birds readily available to everyone, we have seen what might
be called the victory for the struggle of sight records. I should like to
call your attention to the splendid summary by Witmer Stone in Birds
of Old Cape May. He no longer worries about whether or not the
two waterthrushes are separable in life, and he doesn’t even bother
to cite whether or not specimens of any of these commoner birds exist
in the collections of the Philadelphia Academy of Sciences. In other
words, the struggle for sight records took about twenty-five yers.

We pass now automatically to what 1 wish to call present-day
problems. We are living in an era of superficiality. Excellent as
Peterson’s guides in fact are, they are guides and not encyclopedias
to our knowledge of North American birds. My point is, that there
are many real facts about North American birds which the users of
Peterson’s guides and other popular manuals never acquire, and it
must be admitted by the fair-minded that in the old collecting days
those facts were acquired by students from the constant handling of
specimens. I wish to give an illustration of what I mean by ‘‘super-
ficiality.”” I have in mind the story of a young student who spent his
summer college vacation motoring out to the prairies of northern
North Dakota, where he was taken by a refuge manager to an island
where some forty thousand Franklin’s Gulls were nesting. It cannot,
therefore, be doubted that he saw Franklin’s Gulls and that he added
the species to his life list perfectly legitimately. Six weeks later he
joined my party down at Monomoy. There on the beach within shot-
gun range, and standing between two Laughing Gulls, was a perfect
adult Franklin’s Gull, which he was unable to recognize, spot, or
identify. My point is, that he really knew nothing about the Franklin’s
Gull and could not have given its various characters of identification
properly from memory.

Just as Witmer Stone said in the work already cited, we now have
hordes of incompetent and inexperienced observers, whose activities
in birding consist primarily in an increasingly frantic effort to secure
the credence of so-called higher authorities for rarities which they say
they see. We are constantly getting a flood of these incompetent sight
records in the literature, and the country is now so full of one type
or another of bird bulletins that it is impossible for the private individ-
ual to secure a complete collection, nor is it possible for them to be
reviewed in the standard ornithological magazines. This has been fol-
lowed by what might be termed a decline of censorship and healthy
skepticism. Actually, it is impossible for Brewster’s criteria to be fol-
lowed out in the present day and age. 1 have tried it myself in
Massachusetts and it cannot be done. It is impossible to know every-
body who is interested in birds, to arrange to go out in the field with
everybody and size up their competence and experience, nor is it any
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