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PREFACE: LOOKING BACK

One thing I know, that, whereas I was blind, now I see.

— JOHN 9:25

I belong to the American generation that was born in the Coolidge administration, grew up during 

the Great Depression, and became a man during World War II.

In those years I found no room in my life for birds.

My early memories of birds are limited mostly to fanciful tales told to me probably by my dad. 

I have vague recollections of a story about how Konrad Lorenz had talked his disobedient parrot 

back into its cage. In my high school years I recall a report from Hitler’s Germany about a man 

jailed for throwing a stone at a bird because the Third Reich was opposed to cruelty of any kind. 

In my early memory, too, there is the probable fable told by a music professor at Amherst College 

about how Mozart bought a starling in a pet shop and was amazed when it whistled a part of his 

latest concerto in G major, K453.

As a young naval officer in World War II, I spent several years on a patrol craft escorting large 

ships among the Marshall and Caroline Islands in the South Pacific Ocean. I paid no attention to 

the albatross that followed our craft for hundreds of miles at a time. Too tired to fly farther, noddy 

terns would settle down and spend the night on the yardarms of our ship. I never bothered to ask 

what they were or why they were there.

Millions of seabirds were swirling and soaring around the islands of Midway, Kwajalein, 

Eniwetok, and Ulithi, but I was just as oblivious to them as they were to the savage war that was 

going on around them.

In explanation, I was only nineteen years old. It was a time of war. Already, I’d seen human 

tragedies that left no place for notice of the great beauty of the tens of thousands of seabirds 

around me.

Today the objects of my deepest affection are birds that I had ignored or took for granted for 

the first forty years of my life.

Now that I view the world through the eyes of an eighty-four-year-old man, I savor in my 

imagination events of great richness of nature that I was unequipped to understand earlier.

I now look back with the most happy memories of my visits to some of the magical islands of 

birds that I had overlooked before. In my mind, I visit these islands most every day. The memories 

of them help me accept the brevity of the time that lies ahead.

In this book I tell the story of the joys these islands gave to a younger man.

Theodore Cross

Princeton, New Jersey

January 2009
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SCARLET IBIS

The Scarlet Ibis has a fabulous provenance: the fossils of this paragon of red brilliance date back 60 

million years. Yet the bird’s fire-engine red plumage is an advertisement to every predator.

Rarely found outside of South America and the Caribbean, the Scarlet Ibis breeds in huge 

colonies, particularly in the western savannas of Venezuela. At dusk each day there is a spectacular 

flight of thousands of Scarlet Ibis into the mangroves of the Caroni Swamp of Trinidad.
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LEAST BITTERN

Only a foot tall, the chestnut-colored Least Bittern is the tiniest of the American herons. 

Described as a mere scoop of butterscotch, it lives and breeds in the covert world of fresh and 

brackish marshes, spending its solitary life picking through the reeds and cattails searching for 

polliwogs, frogs, and crayfish. 

Shy and secretive, the bird hates to fly. When the Least Bittern suspects danger, it freezes and 

relies on its cryptic coloration; for further camouflage it points its bill to the sky.

When forced to retreat, the Least Bittern 

moves silently through the marsh, holding to 

the swaying reeds with its remarkably long 

toes. Sometimes it performs the brilliant feat of 

straddling two reeds that are a foot apart.

The Least Bittern was once as common as a 

robin, but because of the widespread draining of 

marshes the Least Bittern has been disappearing in 

the United States at a calamitous rate. 

Though only a few Least Bitterns remain, I 

know precisely where I can find one foraging  

every spring in the reeds on the south side of a 

small, freshwater lake in central Louisiana. Each 

year it marches through the same rushes and 

cattails shooting its reed-colored head forward  

with every step.
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THEODORE CROSS

Waterbirds
This is the book John James Audubon would have made if he had used a camera.

Brushing aside rattlesnakes on Green Island, Texas, or enduring the bitter cold of an Alaskan 

winter, Theodore Cross has pursued waterbirds with passion. On four continents, from the 

tundra of eastern Siberia to the tropical islands of the South Pacific, he has captured elegant 

and unusual birds—from auklets and egrets to gannets and sanderlings—in peak action, be 

they courting, landing on a perch, plunge diving, or engaged in aerobatics.

These breathtaking photographs are accompanied by gracefully written field notes and 

fascinating accounts of the birds’ habits and habitat. The book is introduced by an extended 

anecdotal essay giving insights and observations of the extraordinary man who, at age eighty-five, 

is as eager to track down an eagle in Alaska as he was when he began photographing in mid-life.

Theodore Cross’s lifework has been the publishing of professional journals in law, science, 

and civil rights. The founder of the Web site Birders United and the author of Birds of the 

Sea, Shore, and Tundra, he lives in Princeton, New Jersey.
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