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Watching the birds, musing on nature
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Several years ago, I put a bird feeder in the backyard. I did so reluctantly because I understood that it was a concession to age. Few young people are much interested in watching birds eat.

Also, I had an unsettling sense that a bird feeder is environmentally incorrect. It disrupts the natural order of things. The early bird is supposed to get the worm and the late-riser is supposed to be out of luck. The late-riser can now come to my bird feeder.

In other words, I have altered what Darwin called "natural selection." I am helping the slackers. Generations from now, my efforts might prove detrimental to the birds.

Despite these concerns, I did it. 

Naturally, I bought a bird feeder that was already assembled. I pounded the metal pole into the ground. I put it where I could see it from the dining room table.

Most of the year, the feeder sits empty, but during inclement weather like we've had lately, I fill it with feed and watch as the birds flock around and joust for position. Squirrels gather under the feeder to scavenge whatever seeds get knocked to the ground. GET MORE
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The cat often joins me to watch. She sits on the windowsill. I suspect she too, views this as a concession to age. When she was younger, I put a bell on her to warn the birds that hunted for worms in the yard.

We bought the cat at Soulard Farmers Market when candidate Bill Clinton spoke there in 1992. She cost six bucks. It went against everything I believed in to pay for a cat — "In America, cats are free," I told the children — but they were in love with the kitten in the cage.

Her longevity does not owe itself to medicine. She will not go to the veterinarian's office. She becomes a writhing, clawing, screeching wild creature if I try to put her into a traveling cage. "Fine," I told her years ago. "See how long you'll live if you won't see a doctor."

She is slower than she once was, but she is healthy. We watch the birds together.

One thing that puzzles me is this: How do the birds know when I put feed in the bird feeder? How does the word get around?

As I said, the bird feeder is empty for weeks, even months. Then I put feed in it. I do it almost like a covert operation. I'm quick about it — in and out. Often, I glance at the power lines in the alley and I see no birds on those lines. I go back into the house, and for a short time, nothing. Then one bird, then two and then dozens of them.

I am aware that bees communicate, and bee scouts even do a little dance at the hive to let the other bees know what they've found. I've read about that. But bees are communal creatures. They depend on one another. Birds? I can't imagine the same kind of cooperation.

Admittedly, they fly around together, and I am often amazed at the way a flight seems choreographed with sudden darts and twists, but that seems like something they do for fun rather than survival.

Sometimes I look at birds living downtown amid heavy traffic and the resultant exhaust and fumes, and I think about them spending their lives in such circumstances — with almost no trees — when Forest Park is less than six miles away. Or how about the Missouri Botanical Garden? That's even closer and it would be a great place for a bird.

Why would a bird choose to live downtown if it knew about these other places?

Somehow, though, the word gets out about my bird feeder.

Saturday morning, there was a lot of activity at the bird feeder. I went out for a walk. I returned and sat at the dining room table and looked into the yard. Nothing. I looked up at the power lines. Nothing. It seemed very odd.

Then my wife, who had been out on some chore, came in and told me to look out at the side fence. I did. A huge hawk was sitting on the fence. I live near Forest Park, and I figure he probably came from there.

How did he find out about this artificial oasis?

One of the things I like about Forest Park is the notion that life and death drama with hawks and foxes and rabbits and mice is going on in Kennedy Forest all the time. The harsh magic of nature is unfolding right next to the zoo. It seems ironic.

And now a hawk was sitting on my fence.

I went out to take his picture. He stared at me for a moment and then with a sudden flapping of wings, he launched himself into the sky.

For the rest of the day, the bird feeder was empty. My birds might be slackers, but they're not fools.

