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I started birding my senior year in high school.  I had to. 

The first day of my AP Biology class the teacher assigned 

us a project.  By the end of the year we had to identify and 

write a short paragraph on 100 species of birds for an A, 75 

for a B, 50 for a C—and so on down the line.  I took a 

while getting started---after all I had the whole school year.  

When I finally got binoculars in hand and saw a Blue Jay, 

Cardinal, Robin and a woodpecker, I realized I was in 

trouble as the snow started to fly. I was fortunate to be 

living in an area of western Pennsylvania which had lots of 

great habitat and my list slowly grew.  I even found myself 

enjoying it—but 100 different birds! 

My list was lacking in warblers—in fact I had none by 

mid-April.  There were few resources in the 60’s to learn 

bird calls. Our teacher taught us a few songs, but it was 

difficult.  

 

On weekends, our family would drive 1 hour to help out my grandmother at her farm in the 

Laurel Highlands of Pennsylvania.  Usually my parents were busy with “stuff”.  One weekend 

my father asked if he could go with me on my walk to avoid a “B”.  I said, of course, and off we 

went to the sight where George Washington lost his only conflict of his military career.  We had 

not been birding long when my father said he saw a small black and white bird crawling around 

the trunk and limbs of a large oak.  He directed my attention to the bird-- my first warbler and 

one exhibiting the same behavior as described by Audubon a few centuries earlier.  Audubon 

called this bird the Black & White Creeping- Warbler after its distinctive feeding behavior: 

 

 “It climbs and creeps along the trunks, the branches and then the twigs of the trees, without 

intermission and so seldom perches that I do not remember ever having seen it in such a 

position.  It lives principally on small ants and their larvae, which it secures as it ascends or 

descends in a spiral direction, sidewise, with the head either uppermost or beneath  it keeps its 

feet close together, and moves by successive short hops with a rapidity equaling even that of the 

Brown Creeper.  It dives from the tops of the trees to their roots, and again ascends.  At other 

times, it alights on a decayed fallen tree and searches the bark for food, peeping into the 

crevices.   It has only a very short flight, and moves directly from the tree it is on to the nearest.” 

                                                                          John James Audubon, Birds of America  

 



I did not understand at the time why no other 

warblers were seen that mid-April day.  Not only 

were my observational skills lacking, but the 

Black-and-white Warbler was one of the earliest 

warblers returning to the woods of Pennsylvania, 

as described by Hal Harrison, a noted authority on 

Wood Warblers.  

 

“There is a practical reason why this warbler can 

safely return long before most wood warblers are capable of facing the harsh conditions of early 

spring.  While most warblers depend on insects and larvae that appear with the opening of 

leaves, the Black & White Warbler feeds on wood boring insects, bark beetles, moths, and many 

dormant insect larvae, which it can find on trunks and limbs of bare trees.” 

                                                                                 Hal H. Harrison, Wood Warblers’ World 

  

As I recall I did get to 100 species.  What could be more special than every time I hear or see a 

Black-and-white Warbler I think of my father?   

 

Number 100 was a Rose-breasted Grosbeak---found because of a tip to its location from one of 

my classmates-- an example of birders learning to share information.  I added a #101 as 

insurance -the Dodo.   Our teacher was not amused. 

 

Questions and/or suggestions---email me at eapyeritz@gmail.com.   

 

Addendum---for the trivia fans among you, the only battle that George Washington lost occurred 

when he was a lieutenant colonel in the British Army.  He was defeated by a force of French and 

Indians at the battle of Great Meadows at Fort Necessity on July 3, 1754. 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:eapyeritz@gmail.com

