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Yellow-bellied Sapsucker by Adrian Binns

of a Lone-Ranger black mask, to challenge human

intruders. This common name is one of our oldest.

The Scottish-born American ornithologist and painter,

Alexander Wilson, published his illustration of the

Maryland Yellowthroat in 1810. For many years I have

enjoyed glancing up from my desk to see Wilson’s

illustration of the Yellowthroat and other birds on my

wall. The bird was one of the first warblers I could

identify in the field. I think the AOU Committee owed

it to Wilson and succeeding generations of birders to

preserve the 170-year tradition of this bird’s name;

instead the Committee replaced it with the “Common

Yellowthroat.”

The Baltimore Oriole, of course, achieved fame

in America through the major-league baseball team

that borrowed its name. Technically, this bird derived

its common name not from the location where it was

found, but from the similarity of its striking orange

and black plumage to the coat of arms of the first Lord

Baltimore, Sir George Calvert. He was the original

land-grantee of the colony of Maryland for whom the

City of Baltimore was named. However, everyone

associates the bird with the city and the team.

Some bird species have very little in common

with their nominal locations. The Tennessee Warbler

lives in Canadian spruce woods, and the Nashville

Warbler has no association with the country-music

capital (although it does have a distinctive, lilting

song). But the names have roots in the past, in

naturalists’ writings and birdwatchers’ journals.

Other birds are named for people, often

prominent ornithologists. Alexander Wilson is

honored by “Wilson’s Warbler,” a lemon-yellow

warbler with a little black cap. Wilson died at the early

age of forty-seven in 1813 and was buried in

Philadelphia. He is also remembered through

“Wilson’s Plover.” It is appropriate that several birds

bear the name of “Audubon” to honor of the country’s

leading ornithologist and wildlife painter, John James

Audubon. Perhaps the most stunning of these birds is

a black-and-yellow-and-white warbler that breeds in

the American West. For many years, Audubon’s

Warbler was considered a separate species from the

Myrtle Warbler that has a white throat, instead of

yellow, and breeds in the East. The AOU deleted both

species names and replaced them with the “Yellow-

rumped Warbler.” Technically, we can still use the

names “Audubon’s” and “Myrtle” because the birds

are AOU-listed subspecies, but the new, graceless

species name seems to be marginalizing the two

original names. The result is that we lose both

historical and personal associations with the past.

It is refreshing to find that while many birds bear

the names of distinguished male ornithologists, some

names have broken this mold, like “Lucy’s Warbler.”

This bird is a gray warbler with a tiny rusty spot on

his head that breeds in Arizona. Until recently the

derivation of Lucy’s name was a mystery to me, and

my imagination wandered. The scientific name tells

us only that the Lucy’s eats worms: Vermivora luciae.

I envisioned the person, Lucy, for whom this bird was

named as an American-Southwest counterpart to the

nature child of the English moors who haunted the

Romantic poet William Wordsworth and became

famous in the “Lucy poems” (“[she] dwelt among the

untrodden ways”). In one sense, I wasn’t that far off.

The American Lucy for whom the bird was named

was the 13-year-old daughter of ornithologist Spencer

Baird. Whether Lucy knew the warbler or only the

gentleman who named the bird, J. G. Cooper, remains

hidden.

The largest class of bird common names appears

to be based on characteristics of the birds themselves:

their plumage, body parts like eyes and legs, behavior

and songs. These “bird-characteristic names” are often

quaint; they carry forward a colorful, nineteenth-

century vocabulary into an age of too many

monosyllables. For example, the Roseate Spoonbill

is a bird you will never forget. Dressed in plumes of

pink and white and red, this wading bird is exactly

the color of a bunch of roses: “roseate.” When I caught

my first sight of a Spoonbill in a Florida swamp, it

was resplendent in the warm, late-afternoon sunlight.

The bird’s bill is the avian equivalent of a pair of salad

serving-spoons, hinged at the base, and well-adapted

to snatching slippery morsels from the watery ooze

like mushrooms in the bottom of a salad bowl. The

bird and its name are inseparable.
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Another colorfully (some would say

humorously) named bird is the Yellow-bellied

Sapsucker, a member of the woodpecker order that

has a yellow wash on its belly and survives by drilling

small holes through the bark of trees and drawing out

sweet sap with a long tongue. Who does not enjoy

this poetic name?

Bird-behavior names are consummately

entertaining and enlightening. The Ruddy Turnstone

is a shorebird that searches for food along the beach

by turning over pebbles. The American Dipper takes

a dip in cold mountain streams to find aquatic prey,

and the Clark’s Nutcracker, discovered by Lewis and

Clark, cracks seeds and nuts in western pine trees.

The Roadrunner of the dry Southwest has a special

status in America because of the Warner Brothers

cartoon character of the same name who always

outruns and outwits the magnificently misnamed

“Wiley Coyote.”

Many bird names are onomatopoetic: the names

sound like the bird’s song or its call note. In this

category fall the Phoebes, Pewees, Chickadees,

Towhees, Willets and Whip-poor-wills. All of them

are perfect starter-birds for neophyte birdwatchers to

identify in the field because of their distinctive

vocalizations. It is inconceivable to me that anyone

would consider tampering with their names.

The universe of bird names expands greatly when you

plunge into a Central or South American rainforest.

Onomatopoetic names seem much more appropriate

here than the names of nineteenth-century American

ornithologists. In Costa Rica, for example, I was

captivated by the Blue-crowned Motmot. His most

distinctive feature actually is not the soft “motmot”

call, but rather the tail composed of two incredibly

long, thin feathers terminating in blue-green

“racquets.”

Even more exotic is the “Common Potoo”

(common perhaps in its geographic distribution but

certainly not in its appearance or behavior). Science

places the bird somewhere between an owl and a whip-

poor-will, with a huge fleshy mouth for scooping

insects on the fly at night and a pair of monstrous

eyes that reflect bright orange in a beam of light. At

rest, the Potoo clings vertically to a fencepost and,

when the eyes are closed, it is indistinguishable from

the post itself. This bird reportedly gives an eerie call

on moonlit nights. Although sometimes considered
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to be in an order by itself, the Potoo is currently

classified in the Order Caprimulgiformes together with

whip-poor-wills and other nightjars (that break or “jar”

the night’s silence with their incessant calling, as any

camper knows), also known as “goatsuckers” because

the ancients believed their strange mouths were used

to suck milk at night from sleeping goats. Now that is

a real triumph of the poetic imagination.

Admittedly, some bird names are maddening to

the fledgling birdwatcher. Try to see a hint of rose

color on the body of a Roseate Tern or a bit of red on

the belly of a Red-bellied Woodpecker. Try to see a

ring around the neck of a Ring-necked Duck, or to

distinguish a Long-billed Dowitcher from a Short-

billed one by the length of the bill. (And, for that

matter, what in the world does “dowitcher” mean?)

The joy of bird common names is that they are

part poetry and imagination, part indigenous culture,

part history, and part scientific observation.

Appreciating bird names requires a light touch. There

is no place for the heavy hand of the strict

constructionist when it comes to bird common names.

For example, most people realize that the Bald Eagle

is not really bald at all and that the Great-horned Owl

does not have horns, just feathers in the shape of horns.

One of the saddest of all name changes occurred

when the AOU eliminated the “Whistling Swan” and

substituted the “Tundra Swan.” This swan’s wingbeats

really do whistle as it flies through the air. The sound

is distinctive. Generations of residents of Maryland’s

Eastern Shore have marked the arrival of autumn by

the sound of the Whistling Swans returning from their

tundra breeding ground. Recently, on a blustery fall

day, I was jolted by this whistling sound as I was raking

leaves in my Pennsylvania back yard. I looked

overhead and saw a small flock of Whistlers flying

south. As Robert Frost said in a poem, something in

me “stirred” for the bird, a feeling described also by

the poet W. B. Yeats, when he heard the cry of a single

curlew, as I did once, on a deserted Irish beach.

Why should such a distinctive name as the

“Whistling Swan” succumb to “Tundra Swan,” a name

without grace, poetry, or tradition? “Tundra Swan”

may be a geographically accurate descriptor, but the

ornithologists should have found an alternative, less

destructive way of reflecting a change in the bird’s

species status, such as changing the scientific name.

Two hundred years ago, at the beginning of the

nineteenth century, William Wordsworth lamented that

the new industrial, scientific age was “murder[ing]”

Nature. His lament fits well the handling of bird

common names today. The AOU could take a lesson

in aesthetics from the Royal Horticultural Society. See

A. Whiteley, “The Naming of Plants” (March, 2001)

(www.rhs.org.uk/rhsplantfinder/naming.asp):

Having begun with a section on common

names and why they are not the best way

to communicate information about plants,

let’s end with one celebrating them. They

are, after all, often charmingly descriptive

and contribute richly to our vocabulary.

What we need, then, are persons in ornithological

authority who can still hear the whistling of the swan’s

wings as it flies.
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