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WILD LIFE ABOUT MY CABIN (1904)

Friends have often asked me why I turned my back upon the 

Hudson and retreated into the wilderness. Well, I do not call it 

a retreat; I call it a withdrawal, a retirement, the taking up of a new 

position to renew the attack, it may be, more vigorously than ever. It 

is not always easy to give reasons. There are reasons within reasons, 

and often no reasons at all that we are aware of.

To a countryman like myself, not born to a great river or an exten-

sive water- view, these things, I think, grow wearisome after a time. 

He becomes surfeited with a beauty that is alien to him. He longs 

for something more homely, private, and secluded. Scenery may be 

too fine or too grand and imposing for one’s daily and hourly view. 

It tires after a while. It demands a mood that comes to you only at 

intervals. Hence it is never wise to build your house on the most 

ambitious spot in the landscape. Rather seek out a more humble 

and secluded nook or corner, which you can fill and warm with your 

domestic and home instincts and affections. In some things the half 

is often more satisfying than the whole. A glimpse of the Hudson 

River between hills or through openings in the trees wears better 

with me than a long expanse of it constantly spread out before me. 

One day I had an errand to a farmhouse nestled in a little valley 

or basin at the foot of a mountain. The earth put out protecting 

arms all about it,—a low hill with an orchard on one side, a slop-

ing pasture on another, and the mountain, with the skirts of its 

mantling forests, close at hand in the rear. How my heart warmed 
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toward it! I had been so long perched high upon the banks of a 

great river, in sight of all the world, exposed to every wind that 

blows, with a horizon- line that sweeps over half a county, that, quite 

unconsciously to myself, I was pining for a nook to sit down in. I 

was hungry for the private and the circumscribed; I knew it when 

I saw this sheltered farmstead. I had long been restless and dis-

satisfied,—a vague kind of homesickness; now I knew the remedy. 

Hence when, not long afterward, I was offered a tract of wild land, 

barely a mile from home, that contained a secluded nook and a few 

acres of level, fertile land shut off from the vain and noisy world of 

railroads, steamboats, and yachts by a wooded, precipitous moun-

tain, I quickly closed the bargain, and built me a rustic house there, 

which I call “Slabsides,” because its outer walls are covered with 

slabs. I might have given it a prettier name, but not one more fit, or 

more in keeping with the mood that brought me thither. A slab is 

the first cut from the log, and the bark goes with it. It is like the first 

cut from the loaf, which we call the crust, and which the children 

reject, but which we older ones often prefer. I wanted to take a fresh 

cut of life,—something that had the bark on, or, if you please, that 

was like a well- browned and hardened crust. After three years I am 

satisfied with the experiment. Life has a different flavor here. It is 

reduced to simpler terms; its complex equations all disappear. The 

exact value of x may still elude me, but I can press it hard; I have 

shorn it of many of its disguises and entanglements.

When I went into the woods the robins went with me, or rather 

they followed close. As soon as a space of ground was cleared and 

the garden planted, they were on hand to pick up the worms and 

insects, and to superintend the planting of the cherry- trees: three 

pairs the first summer, and more than double that number the sec-

ond. In the third, their early morning chorus was almost as marked 

a feature as it is about the old farm homesteads. The robin is no 

hermit: he likes company; he likes the busy scenes of the farm and 
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the village; he likes to carol to listening ears, and to build his nest 

as near your dwelling as he can. Only at rare intervals do I find a 

real sylvan robin, one that nests in the woods, usually by still waters, 

remote from human habitation. In such places his morning and 

evening carol is a welcome surprise to the fisherman or camper- out. 

It is like a dooryard flower found blooming in the wilderness. With 

the robins came the song sparrows and social sparrows, or chippies, 

also. The latter nested in the bushes near my cabin, and the song 

sparrows in the bank above the ditch that drains my land. I notice 

that Chippy finds just as many horsehairs to weave into her nest 

here in my horseless domain as she does when she builds in the 

open country. Her partiality for the long hairs from the manes and 

tails of horses and cattle is so great that she is often known as the 

hair- bird. What would she do in a country where there were neither 

cows nor horses? Yet these hairs are not good nesting- material. They 

are slippery, refractory things, and occasionally cause a tragedy in 

the nest by getting looped around the legs or the neck of the young 

or of the parent bird. They probably give a smooth finish to the 

interior, dear to the heart of Chippy.

The first year of my cabin life a pair of robins attempted to build 

a nest upon the round timber that forms the plate under my porch 

roof. But it was a poor place to build in. It took nearly a week’s time 

and caused the birds a great waste of labor to find this out. The 

coarse material they brought for the foundation would not bed well 

upon the rounded surface of the timber, and every vagrant breeze 

that came along swept it off. My porch was kept littered with twigs 

and weed- stalks for days, till finally the birds abandoned the under-

taking. The next season a wiser or more experienced pair made 

the attempt again, and succeeded. They placed the nest against 

the rafter where it joins the plate; they used mud from the start to 

level up with and to hold the first twigs and straws, and had soon 

completed a firm, shapely structure. When the young were about 
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ready to fly, it was interesting to note that there was apparently 

an older and a younger, as in most families. One bird was more 

advanced than any of the others. Had the parent birds intentionally 

stimulated it with extra quantities of food, so as to be able to launch 

their offspring into the world one at a time? At any rate, one of the 

birds was ready to leave the nest a day and a half before any of the 

others. I happened to be looking at it when the first impulse to get 

outside the nest seemed to seize it. Its parents were encouraging 

it with calls and assurances from some rocks a few yards away. It 

answered their calls in vigorous, strident tones. Then it climbed 

over the edge of the nest upon the plate, took a few steps forward, 

then a few more, till it was a yard from the nest and near the end 

of the timber, and could look off into free space. Its parents appar-

ently shouted, “Come on!” But its courage was not quite equal to 

the leap; it looked around, and seeing how far it was from home, 

scampered back to the nest, and climbed into it like a frightened 

child. It had made its first journey into the world, but the home tie 

had brought it quickly back. A few hours afterward it journeyed to 

the end of the plate again, and then turned and rushed back. The 

third time its heart was braver, its wings stronger, and leaping into 

the air with a shout, it flew easily to some rocks a dozen or more 

yards away. Each of the young in succession, at intervals of nearly a 

day, left the nest in this manner. There would be the first journey 

of a few feet along the plate, the first sudden panic at being so far 

from home, the rush back, a second and perhaps a third attempt, 

and then the irrevocable leap into the air, and a clamorous flight to 

a near- by bush or rock. Young birds never go back when they have 

once taken flight. The first free flap of the wing severs forever the 

ties that bind them to home.

The chickadees we have always with us. They are like the ever-

greens among the trees and plants. Winter has no terrors for them. 

They are properly wood- birds, but the groves and orchards know 
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them also. Did they come near my cabin for better protection, or 

did they chance to find a little cavity in a tree there that suited 

them? Branch- builders and ground- builders are easily accommo-

dated, but the chickadee must find a cavity, and a small one at that. 

The woodpeckers make a cavity when a suitable trunk or branch 

is found, but the chickadee, with its small, sharp beak, rarely does 

so; it usually smooths and deepens one already formed. This a pair 

did a few yards from my cabin. The opening was into the heart of 

a little sassafras, about four feet from the ground. Day after day 

the birds took turns in deepening and enlarging the cavity: a soft, 

gentle hammering for a few moments in the heart of the little tree, 

and then the appearance of the worker at the opening, with the 

chips in his, or her, beak. They changed off every little while, one 

working while the other gathered food. Absolute equality of the 

sexes, both in plumage and in duties, seems to prevail among these 

birds, as among a few other species. During the preparations for 

housekeeping the birds were hourly seen and heard, but as soon as 

the first egg was laid, all this was changed. They suddenly became 

very shy and quiet. Had it not been for the new egg that was added 

each day, one would have concluded that they had abandoned the 

place. There was a precious secret now that must be well kept. After 

incubation began, it was only by watching that I could get a glimpse 

of one of the birds as it came quickly to feed or to relieve the other.

One day a lot of Vassar girls came to visit me, and I led them out 

to the little sassafras to see the chickadees’ nest. The sitting bird 

kept her place as head after head, with its nodding plumes and 

millinery, appeared above the opening to her chamber, and a pair 

of inquisitive eyes peered down upon her. But I saw that she was 

getting ready to play her little trick to frighten them away. Presently 

I heard a faint explosion at the bottom of the cavity, when the peep-

ing girl jerked her head quickly back, with the exclamation, “Why, 
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it spit at me!” The trick of the bird on such occasions is apparently 

to draw in its breath till its form perceptibly swells, and then give 

forth a quick, explosive sound like an escaping jet of steam. One 

involuntarily closes his eyes and jerks back his head. The girls, to 

their great amusement, provoked the bird into this pretty outburst 

of her impatience two or three times. But as the ruse failed of its 

effect, the bird did not keep it up, but let the laughing faces gaze 

till they were satisfied.

There is only one other bird known to me that resorts to the same 

trick to scare away intruders, and that is the great crested flycatcher. 

As your head appears before the entrance to the cavity in which 

the mother bird is sitting, a sudden burst of escaping steam seems 

directed at your face, and your backward movement leaves the way 

open for the bird to escape, which she quickly does.

The chickadee is a prolific bird, laying from six to eight eggs, and 

it seems to have few natural enemies. I think it is seldom molested by 

squirrels or black snakes or weasels or crows or owls. The entrance 

to the nest is usually so small that none of these creatures can come 

at them. Yet the number of chickadees in any given territory seems 

small. What keeps them in check? Probably the rigors of winter and 

a limited food- supply. The ant- eaters, fruit- eaters, and seed- eaters 

mostly migrate. Our all- the- year- round birds, like the chickadees, 

woodpeckers, jays, and nuthatches, live mostly on nuts and the eggs 

and larvæ of tree- insects, and hence their larder is a restricted one; 

hence, also, these birds rear only one brood in a season. A hairy 

woodpecker passed the winter in the woods near me by subsisting 

on a certain small white grub which he found in the bark of some 

dead hemlock- trees. He “worked” these trees,—four of them,—as 

the slang is, “for all they were worth.” The grub was under the outer 

shell of bark, and the bird literally skinned the trees in getting at 

his favorite morsel. He worked from the top downward, hammering 
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or prying off this shell, and leaving the trunk of the tree with a red, 

denuded look. Bushels of the fragments of the bark covered the 

ground at the foot of the tree in spring, and the trunk looked as if 

it had been flayed,—as it had.

The big chimney of my cabin of course attracted the chimney 

swifts, and as it was not used in summer, two pairs built their nests 

in it, and we had the muffled thunder of their wings at all hours of 

the day and night. One night, when one of the broods was nearly 

fledged, the nest that held them fell down into the fireplace. Such 

a din of screeching and chattering as they instantly set up! Neither 

my dog nor I could sleep. They yelled in chorus, stopping at the end 

of every half- minute as if upon signal. Now they were all screeching 

at the top of their voices, then a sudden, dead silence ensued. Then 

the din began again, to terminate at the instant as before. If they had 

been long practicing together, they could not have succeeded bet-

ter. I never before heard the cry of birds so accurately timed. After 

a while I got up and put them back up the chimney, and stopped 

up the throat of the flue with newspapers. The next day one of the 

parent birds, in bringing food to them, came down the chimney 

with such force that it passed through the papers and brought up 

in the fireplace. On capturing it I saw that its throat was distended 

with food as a chipmunk’s cheek with corn, or a boy’s pocket with 

chestnuts. I opened its mandibles, when it ejected a wad of insects 

as large as a bean. Most of them were much macerated, but there 

were two houseflies yet alive and but little the worse for their close 

confinement. They stretched themselves, and walked about upon 

my hand, enjoying a breath of fresh air once more. It was nearly two 

hours before the swift again ventured into the chimney with food.

These birds do not perch, nor alight upon buildings or the 

ground. They are apparently upon the wing all day. They outride 

the storms. I have in my mind a cheering picture of three of them 



WILD LIFE ABOUT MY CABIN  99

I saw facing a heavy thunder- shower one afternoon. The wind was 

blowing a gale, the clouds were rolling in black, portentous billows 

out of the west, the peals of thunder were shaking the heavens, and 

the big drops were just beginning to come down, when, on looking 

up, I saw three swifts high in air, working their way slowly, straight 

into the teeth of the storm. They were not hurried or disturbed; 

they held themselves firmly and steadily; indeed, they were fairly at 

anchor in the air till the rage of the elements should have subsided. 

I do not know that any other of our land birds outride the storms 

in this way.

The phœbe- birds also soon found me out in my retreat, and a 

pair of them deliberated a long while about building on a little shelf 

in one of my gables. But, much to my regret, they finally decided 

in favor of a niche in the face of a ledge of rocks not far from my 

spring. The place was well screened by bushes and well guarded 

against the approach of snakes or four- footed prowlers, and the 

birds prospered well and reared two broods. They have now occu-

pied the same nest three years in succession. This is unusual: Phœbe 

prefers a new nest each season, but in this case there is no room for 

another, and, the site being a choice one, she slightly repairs and 

refurnishes her nest each spring, leaving the new houses for her 

more ambitious neighbors.

Of wood- warblers my territory affords many specimens. One 

spring a solitary Nashville warbler lingered near my cabin for a 

week. I heard his bright, ringing song at all hours of the day. The 

next spring there were two or more, and they nested in my pea- 

bushes. The black and white creeping warblers are perhaps the 

most abundant. A pair of them built a nest in a steep moss and 

lichen covered hillside, beside a high gray rock. Our path to Julian’s 

Rock led just above it. It was an ideal spot and an ideal nest, but it 

came to grief. Some small creature sucked the eggs. On removing 
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the nest I found an earth- stained egg beneath it. Evidently the egg 

had ripened before its receptacle was ready, and the mother, for 

good luck, had placed it in the foundation.

One day, as I sat at my table writing, I had a call from the worm- 

eating warbler. It came into the open door, flitted about inquisitively, 

and then, startled by the apparition at the table, dashed against the 

window- pane and fell down stunned. I picked it up, and it lay with 

closed eyes panting in my hand. I carried it into the open air. In a 

moment or two it opened its eyes, looked about, and then closed 

them and fell to panting again. Soon it looked up at me once more 

and about the room, and seemed to say: “Where am I? What has 

happened to me?” Presently the panting ceased, the bird’s breath-

ing became more normal, it gradually got its bearings, and, at a 

motion of my hand, darted away. This is an abundant warbler in my 

vicinity, and nested this year near by. I have discovered that it has 

an air- song—the song of ecstasy—like that of the oven- bird. I had 

long suspected it, as I frequently heard a fine burst of melody that 

was new to me. One June day I was fortunate enough to see the 

bird delivering its song in the air above the low trees. As with the 

oven- bird, its favorite hour is the early twilight, though I hear the 

song occasionally at other hours. The bird darts upward fifty feet 

or more, about half the height that the oven- bird attains, and gives 

forth a series of rapid, ringing musical notes, which quickly glide 

into the long, sparrow- like trill that forms its ordinary workaday 

song. While this part is being uttered, the singer is on its downward 

flight into the woods. The flight- song of the oven- bird is louder and 

more striking, and is not so shy and furtive a performance. The lat-

ter I hear many times every June twilight, and I frequently see the 

singer reach his climax a hundred feet or more in the air, and then 

mark his arrow- like flight downward. I have heard this song also in 

the middle of the night near my cabin. At such times it stands out on 

the stillness like a bursting rocket on the background of the night.
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One or two mornings in April, at a very early hour, I am quite sure 

to hear the hermit thrush singing in the bushes near my window. 

How quickly I am transported to the Delectable Mountains and to 

the mossy solitudes of the northern woods! The winter wren also 

pauses briefly in his northern journey, and surprises and delights my 

ear with his sudden lyrical burst of melody. Such a dapper, fidgety, 

gesticulating, bobbing- up- and- down- and- out- and- in little bird, and 

yet full of such sweet, wild melody! To get him at his best, one needs 

to hear him in a dim, northern hemlock wood, where his voice 

reverberates as in a great hall; just as one should hear the veery 

in a beech and birch wood, beside a purling trout brook, when 

the evening shades are falling. It then becomes to you the voice of 

some particular spirit of the place and the hour. The veery does not 

inhabit the woods immediately about my cabin, but in the summer 

twilight he frequently comes up from the valley below and sings 

along the borders of my territory. How welcome his simple flute- like 

strain! The wood thrush is the leading chorister in the woods about 

me. He does not voice the wildness, but seems to give a touch of 

something half rural, half urban,—such is the power of association 

in bird- songs. In the evening twilight I often sit on the highest point 

of the rocky rim of the great granite bowl that holds my three acres 

of prairie soil, and see the shadows deepen, and listen to the bird 

voices that rise up from the forest below me. The songs of many 

wood thrushes make a sort of golden warp in the texture of sounds 

that is being woven about me. Now the flight- song of the oven- bird 

holds the ear, then the fainter one of the worm- eating warbler lures 

it. The carol of the robin, the vesper hymn of the tanager, the flute 

of the veery, are all on the air. Finally, as the shadows deepen and 

the stars begin to come out, the whip- poor- will suddenly strikes up. 

What a rude intrusion upon the serenity and harmony of the hour! 

A cry without music, insistent, reiterated, loud, penetrating, and yet 

the ear welcomes it also; the night and the solitude are so vast that 
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they can stand it; and when, an hour later, as the night enters into 

full possession, the bird comes and serenades me under my window 

or upon my doorstep, my heart warms toward it. Its cry is a love- call, 

and there is something of the ardor and persistence of love in it, 

and when the female responds, and comes and hovers near, there 

is an interchange of subdued, caressing tones between the two birds 

that it is a delight to hear. During my first summer here one bird 

used to strike up every night from a high ledge of rocks in front 

of my door. At just such a moment in the twilight he would begin, 

the first to break the stillness. Then the others would follow, till the 

solitude was vocal with their calls. They are rarely heard later than 

ten o’clock. Then at daybreak they take up the tale again, whipping 

poor Will till one pities him. One April morning between three 

and four o’clock, hearing one strike up near my window, I began 

counting its calls. My neighbor had told me he had heard one call 

over two hundred times without a break, which seemed to me a big 

story. But I have a much bigger one to tell. This bird actually laid 

upon the back of poor Will one thousand and eighty- eight blows, 

with only a barely perceptible pause here and there, as if to catch 

its breath. Then it stopped about half a minute and began again, 

uttering this time three hundred and ninety calls, when it paused, 

flew a little farther away, took up the tale once more, and continued 

till I fell asleep.

By day the whip- poor- will apparently sits motionless upon the 

ground. A few times in my walks through the woods I have started 

one up from almost under my feet. On such occasions the bird’s 

movements suggest those of a bat; its wings make no noise, and 

it wavers about in an uncertain manner, and quickly drops to the 

ground again. One June day we flushed an old one with her two 

young, but there was no indecision or hesitation in the manner of 

the mother bird this time. The young were more than half fledged, 

and they scampered away a few yards and suddenly squatted upon 
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the ground, where their protective coloring rendered them almost 

invisible. Then the anxious parent put forth all her arts to absorb 

our attention and lure us away from her offspring. She flitted before 

us from side to side, with spread wings and tail, now falling upon 

the ground, where she would remain a moment as if quite disabled, 

then perching upon an old stump or low branch with drooping, 

quivering wings, and imploring us by every gesture to take her and 

spare her young. My companion had his camera with him, but the 

bird would not remain long enough in one position for him to 

get her picture. The whip- poor- will builds no nest, but lays her two 

blunt, speckled eggs upon the dry leaves, where the plumage of the 

sitting bird blends perfectly with her surroundings. The eye, only 

a few feet away, has to search long and carefully to make her out. 

Every gray and brown and black tint of dry leaf and lichen, and bit 

of bark or broken twig, is copied in her plumage. In a day or 

two, after the young are hatched, the mother begins to move about 

with them through the woods.

When I want the wild of a little different flavor and quality from 

that immediately about my cabin, I go a mile through the woods 

to Black Creek, here called the Shattega, and put my canoe into a 

long, smooth, silent stretch of water that winds through a heavily 

timbered marsh till it leads into Black Pond, an oval sheet of water 

half a mile or more across. Here I get the moist, spongy, tranquil, 

luxurious side of Nature. Here she stands or sits knee- deep in water, 

and wreathes herself with pond- lilies in summer, and bedecks her-

self with scarlet maples in autumn. She is an Indian maiden, dark, 

subtle, dreaming, with glances now and then that thrill the wild 

blood in one’s veins. The Shattega here is a stream without banks 

and with a just perceptible current. It is a waterway through a tim-

bered marsh. The level floor of the woods ends in an irregular line 

where the level surface of the water begins. As one glides along 

in his boat, he sees various rank aquatic growths slowly waving in 
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the shadowy depths beneath him. The larger trees on each side 

unite their branches above his head, so that at times he seems to 

be entering an arboreal cave out of which glides the stream. In 

the more open places the woods mirror themselves in the glassy 

surface till one seems floating between two worlds, clouds and sky 

and trees below him matching those around and above him. A bird 

flits from shore to shore, and one sees it duplicated against the 

sky in the under- world. What vistas open! What banks of drooping 

foliage, what grain and arch of gnarled branches, lure the eye as 

one drifts or silently paddles along! The stream has absorbed the 

shadows so long that it is itself like a liquid shadow. Its bed is lined 

with various dark vegetable growths, as with the skin of some huge, 

shaggy animal, the fur of which slowly stirs in the languid current. I 

go here in early spring, after the ice has broken up, to get a glimpse 

of the first wild ducks and to play the sportsman without a gun. I am 

sure I would not exchange the quiet surprise and pleasure I feel, 

as, on rounding some point or curve in the stream, two or more 

ducks spring suddenly out from some little cove or indentation in 

the shore, and with an alarum quack, quack, launch into the air and 

quickly gain the free spaces above the treetops, for the satisfaction 

of the gunner who sees their dead bodies fall before his murderous 

fire. He has only a dead duck, which, the chances are, he will not 

find very toothsome at this season, while I have a live duck with 

whistling wings cleaving the air northward, where, in some lake or 

river of Maine or Canada, in late summer, I may meet him again 

with his brood. It is so easy, too, to bag the game with your eye, 

while your gun may leave you only a feather or two floating upon 

the water. The duck has wit, and its wit is as quick as, or quicker 

than, the sportsman’s gun. One day in spring I saw a gunner cut 

down a duck when it had gained an altitude of thirty or forty feet 

above the stream. At the report it stopped suddenly, turned a som-

ersault, and fell with a splash into the water. It fell like a brick, and 
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disappeared like one; only a feather and a few bubbles marked the 

spot where it struck. Had it sunk? No; it had dived. It was probably 

winged, and in the moment it occupied in falling to the water it had 

decided what to do. It would go beneath the hunter, since it could 

not escape above him; it could fly in the water with only one wing, 

with its feet to aid it. The gunner instantly set up a diligent search 

in all directions, up and down along the shores, peering long and 

intently into the depths, thrusting his oar into the weeds and drift-

wood at the edge of the water, but no duck or sign of duck could he 

find. It was as if the wounded bird had taken to the mimic heaven 

that looked so sunny and real down there, and gone on to Canada 

by that route. What astonished me was that the duck should have 

kept its presence of mind under such trying circumstances, and not 

have lost a fraction of a second of time in deciding on a course of 

action. The duck, I am convinced, has more sagacity than any other 

of our commoner fowl.

The day I see the first ducks I am pretty sure to come upon the 

first flock of blackbirds,—rusty grackles,—resting awhile on their 

northward journey amid the reeds, alders, and spice- bush beside 

the stream. They allow me to approach till I can see their yellow eyes 

and the brilliant iris on the necks and heads of the males. Many of 

them are vocal, and their united voices make a volume of sound that 

is analogous to a bundle of slivers. Sputtering, splintering, rasping, 

rending, their notes chafe and excite the ear. They suggest thorns 

and briers of sound, and yet are most welcome. What voice that 

rises from our woods or beside our waters in April is not tempered 

or attuned to the ear? Just as I like to chew the crinkleroot and the 

twigs of the spice- bush at this time, or at any time, for that matter, 

so I like to treat my ear to these more aspirated and astringent bird 

voices. Is it Thoreau who says they are like pepper and salt to this 

sense? In all the blackbirds we hear the voice of April not yet quite 

articulate; there is a suggestion of catarrh and influenza still in the 
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air- passages. I should, perhaps, except the red- shouldered starling, 

whose clear and liquid gur- ga- lee or o- ka- lee, above the full water- 

courses, makes a different impression. The cowbird also has a clear 

note, but it seems to be wrenched or pumped up with much effort.

In May I go to Black Creek to hear the warblers and the water- 

thrushes. It is the only locality where I have ever heard the two 

water- thrushes, or accentors, singing at the same time,—the New 

York and the large- billed. The latter is much more abundant and 

much the finer songster. How he does make these watery solitudes 

ring with his sudden, brilliant burst of song! But the more northern 

species pleases the ear also with his quieter and less hurried strain. I 

drift in my boat and let the ear attend to the one, then to the other, 

while the eye takes note of their quick, nervous movements and 

darting flight. The smaller species probably does not nest along 

this stream, but the large- billed breeds here abundantly. The last 

nest I found was in the roots of an upturned tree, with the water 

immediately beneath it. I had asked a neighboring farm- boy if he 

knew of any birds’ nests.

“Yes,” he said; and he named over the nests of robins, highholes, 

sparrows, and others, and then that of a “tip- up.”

At this last I pricked up my ears, so to speak. I had not seen a tip- 

up’s nest in many a day. “Where?” I inquired.

“In the roots of a tree in the woods,” said Charley.

“Not the nest of the ‘tip- up,’ or sandpiper,” said I. “It builds on 

the ground in the open country near streams.”

“Anyhow, it tipped,” replied the boy.

He directed me to the spot, and I found, as I expected to find, 

the nest of the water- thrush. When the Vassar girls came again, I 

conducted them to the spot, and they took turns in walking a small 

tree trunk above the water, and gazing upon a nest brimming with 

the downy backs of young birds.

When I am listening to the water- thrushes, I am also noting with 
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both eye and ear the warblers and vireos. There comes a week in 

May when the speckled Canada warblers are in the ascendant. They 

feed in the low bushes near the water’s edge, and are very brisk 

and animated in voice and movement. The eye easily notes their 

slate- blue backs and yellow breasts with their broad band of black 

spots, and the ear quickly discriminates their not less marked and 

emphatic song.

In late summer I go to the Shattega, and to the lake out of which 

it flows, for white pond- lilies, and to feast my eye on the masses 

of purple loosestrife and the more brilliant but more hidden and 

retired cardinal- flower that bloom upon its banks. One cannot 

praise the pond- lily; his best words mar it, like the insects that eat 

its petals: but he can contemplate it as it opens in the morning sun 

and distills such perfume, such purity, such snow of petal and such 

gold of anther, from the dark water and still darker ooze. How fem-

inine it seems beside its coarser and more robust congeners; how 

shy, how pliant, how fine in texture and star- like in form!

The loosestrife is a foreign plant, but it has made itself thoroughly 

at home here, and its masses of royal purple make the woods look 

civil and festive. The cardinal burns with a more intense fire, and 

fairly lights up the little dark nooks where it glasses itself in the still 

water. One must pause and look at it. Its intensity, its pure scarlet, 

the dark background upon which it is projected, its image in the 

still darker water, and its general air of retirement and seclusion, all 

arrest and delight the eye. It is a heart- throb of color on the bosom 

of the dark solitude.

The rarest and wildest animal that my neighborhood boasts of 

is the otter. Every winter we see the tracks of one or more of them 

upon the snow along Black Creek. But the eye that has seen the 

animal itself in recent years I cannot find. It probably makes its 

excursions along the creek by night. Follow its track—as large as 

that of a fair- sized dog—over the ice, and you will find that it ends at 
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every open pool and rapid, and begins again upon the ice beyond. 

Sometimes it makes little excursions up the bank, its body often 

dragging in the snow like a log. My son followed the track one day 

far up the mountain- side, where the absence of the snow caused 

him to lose it. I like to think of so wild and shy a creature holding 

its own within sound of the locomotive’s whistle.

The fox passes my door in winter, and probably in summer too, as 

do also the ’possum and the coon. The latter tears down my sweet 

corn in the garden, and the rabbit eats off my raspberry- bushes and 

nibbles my first strawberries, while the woodchucks eat my celery 

and beans and peas. Chipmunks carry off the corn I put out for the 

chickens, and weasels eat the chickens themselves.

Many times during the season I have in my solitude a visit from 

a bald eagle. There is a dead tree near the summit, where he often 

perches, and which we call the “old eagle- tree.” It is a pine, killed 

years ago by a thunderbolt,—the bolt of Jove,—and now the bird 

of Jove hovers about it or sits upon it. I have little doubt that what 

attracted me to this spot attracts him,—the seclusion, the savage-

ness, the elemental grandeur. Sometimes, as I look out of my win-

dow early in the morning, I see the eagle upon his perch, preening 

his plumage, or waiting for the rising sun to gild the mountain- tops. 

When the smoke begins to rise from my chimney, or he sees me 

going to the spring for water, he concludes it is time for him to be 

off. But he need not fear the crack of the rifle here; nothing more 

deadly than field- glasses shall be pointed at him while I am about. 

Often in the course of the day I see him circling above my domain, 

or winging his way toward the mountains. His home is apparently in 

the Shawangunk Range, twenty or more miles distant, and I fancy 

he stops or lingers above me on his way to the river. The days on 

which I see him are not quite the same as the other days. I think 

my thoughts soar a little higher all the rest of the morning: I have 

had a visit from a messenger of Jove. The lift or range of those great 
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wings has passed into my thought. I once heard a collector get up 

in a scientific body and tell how many eggs of the bald eagle he had 

clutched that season, how many from this nest, how many from 

that, and how one of the eagles had deported itself after he had 

killed its mate. I felt ashamed for him. He had only proved himself 

a superior human weasel. The man with the rifle and the man with 

the collector’s craze are fast reducing the number of eagles in the 

country. Twenty years ago I used to see a dozen or more along the 

river in the spring when the ice was breaking up, where I now see 

only one or two, or none at all. In the present case, what would it 

profit me could I find and plunder my eagle’s nest, or strip his skin 

from his dead carcass? Should I know him better? I do not want to 

know him that way. I want rather to feel the inspiration of his pres-

ence and noble bearing. I want my interest and sympathy to go with 

him in his continental voyaging up and down, and in his long, ele-

vated flights to and from his eyrie upon the remote, solitary cliffs. 

He draws great lines across the sky; he sees the forests like a carpet 

beneath him, he sees the hills and valleys as folds and wrinkles in a 

many- colored tapestry; he sees the river as a silver belt connecting 

remote horizons. We climb mountain- peaks to get a glimpse of the 

spectacle that is hourly spread out beneath him. Dignity, elevation, 

repose, are his. I would have my thoughts take as wide a sweep. I 

would be as far removed from the petty cares and turmoils of this 

noisy and blustering world.




