
RUTH: A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

by Wayne Hanley, Lincoln

Ifyou h a ven 't developed an in te res t in birds by the age o f  UO, th ere 's  
s t i l l  hope fo r  you.

For instance, Mrs. Ruth P . Emery, at the age o f  h2, began wondering why 
some neighbors on Belmont Street in Wollaston were feeding b ird s . She 
looked in to  the matter, became in trigued , and w ithin two years she pur- 
chased a copy o f  Roger Tory Peterson 's F ie ld  Guide to the B irds.

Surely any reader o f th is  publicatión  knows that from th is la te  begin- 
ning, Mrs. Emery went on to become one o f the best known f i e ld  birders 
in America.

Many who know her w e ll may not r e a liz e  that Ruth Emery became 80 years 
o íd  on August 5. She spent that day as she has spent so many others: 
a f ie ld  on Monomoy with friends. And i t  was an a c tive  day because Mrs. 
Emery, despite a few hip fractures from Jumping down o f f  warehouse lad - 
ders or ge ttin g  caught in bus doors, is  s t i l l  a challenge to keep up 
with in  the f ie ld .

The f i r s t  h a lf o f  Mrs. Emery's l i f e  was free  o f  fea th ers , except fo r  the 
occasional f lu f f in g  o f a p illow . She was born in Cambridge, l iv e d  there 
through school, and as a young woman moved with her fam ily to  Mewport 
Avenue in Wollaston. In 1925, she was married to  Maurice C. Emery, who 
was employed by the Cambridgeport Savings Bank. The Emerys moved to 
A rlington , but they moved back to Wollaston in 1927, buying a house at 
225 Belmont S tree t, where Mrs. Emery s t i l l  l iv e s .  Her hustand died in 
1950.

Before she became a c o lle c to r  o f b ird ing lo re  and an ed ito r o f  f i e ld  
notes, Mrs. Emery worked at Jobs as prosaic as those that most o f us 
f i l l .  She had been secretary to  the president o f a small bank, had 
worked fo r  a wholesaler o f B ritish  yarns ( fo r  whom she kn itted  sweaters 
and the l ik e ,  which were used as displays to  promote kn ittin g  yarns in 
r e ta i l  s to res ), and had been secretary to a wool merchant.

In 19^3, Mrs. Emery jo ined  the Massachusetts Audubon Society . While her 
husband worked on Sat\ardays she made as many f i e ld  t r ip s  as poss ib le , so 
she could scout good bird ing places where they could go together on 
Sundays.

" I  had no idea what a f i e ld  t r ip  in vo lved ," Mrs. Emery said. "So on my 
f i r s t  t r ip  to  Moose H i l l  in  Sharon I  wore high heels and a v e i l .  One o f 
the women on the t r ip  suggested to  me that the coat I  wore was o f vin- 
usual qu ality  fo r  a f i e ld  t r ip . "

The next year, 19*^ ,̂ Mrs. Emery Joined the Massachusetts Audubon Society 
s t a f f  as a secretary working three days a week. Mrs. Emery's duties at 
Audubon consisted prim arily o f answering le t te rs  sent e ith er to the So
c ie ty  or to  i t s  executive secretary, Mr. C. Russell Masón. Some in te r- 
national impleasantries were in progrese at the time, and many young men 
in terested  in birds were gaining experience among the birds o f Europe
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or birds o f  the P a c if ic .

"These young men \ised to  w rite  lír . Masón, reporting on birds that they 
had seen and asking how things were going in  M assach u settsM rs . Emery 
r.eca lis. "Mr. Masón d ictated  rather perfvmctory re p lie s . I  was be- 
coming an involved b irder and one o f the leaders o f  Audubon f i e ld  t r ip s , 
so I  added more d e ta ils  to  the le t t e r s , reporting on in terestin g  birds 
which we had observad.

"Among the young men with whom I  corresponded were Dr. Norman P. H i l l ,  
who la te r  wrote The Birds o f Cape Cod; Henry Parker, now a d irector o f 
the Massachusetts Audubon Society ; and James Baird, now d irector o f 
Massachusetts Audubon's Natural H istory S erv ices ."

During the la s t  two years o f the war, Mrs. Emery often  assisted  Mrs. 
Margaret Argüe in  conducting Audubon f i e ld  tr ip s .

"Gasolina ra tion in g , o f  course, kept us from operating a bus or using 
automobiles,"  she re c a lls . "So we would meet the f i e ld  t r ip  members at 
North S tation , board a tra in  to  Newburyport, and walk from the Newbury- 
port sta tion  to  Plum Island. The round t r ip  required a l l  day.

"We also worked out an arrangement with a regular In ters ta te  bus lin e  
which we could rid e  to  a stop near the Artichoke R iver, get o f f  the bus, 
walk in the r iv e r  country, and then catch another bus back to Boston."

Also working on the tra in  or bus f i e ld  tr ip s  were Francés Klkins , Cora 
Wellman and Arthur Argüe, Margaret' s husband.

I t  was during th is  period that Mrs. Emery met one o f the great f i e ld  
b irders o f  the era, Ludlow Griscom, research om ith o lo g is t  at the Mu- 
seum o f Comparative Zoology and a d irector o f Massachusetts Audubon. 
A fte r  Mrs. Emery had attained considerable renown as a b irder and b ird  
notes ed ito r , Griscom used to  say o f her, with some fondness, "She's a 
great b ird er , esp ec ia lly  considering that she d idn 't s ta rt u n til she 
was an o íd  la d y !"

Ruth also had the p r iv ile g e  to work with another famous b irder, the la te  
Dr. John B. May, a-pioneer in  the promotion o f  the appreciation o f pred- 
atory b ird s , an associate o f  the great E. H. Forbush, and his successor 
as State o m ith o lo g is t .

In 19^5, when W illiam  and Annette C o ttre ll  rev ived  the Records o f  New 
England B irds . Mrs. Emery became th e ir  typ is t  and Donald Alexander th e ir  
compiler. Two things happened quite promptly: Ruth found that the
Records required more time than a three-day-a-week secretary could 
handle, and because the raw m aterial kept pouring in to  the Audubon o f
f i c e ,  she had to  make many on-the-spot decisions.

In Ju ly, 19^5 , Ruth Emery became assistant ed ito r o f  the Records. The 
August issue, which was the f i r s t  to  bear her ñame, featured a fron t- 
page photograph o f  two Marbled Godwits taken by her husband, Maurice.

From that August, 19^5, issue righ t up to  the present, Mrs. Emery's ñame 
always has been associated with Massachusetts Audubon f i e ld  notes. Her
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ñame now appears as ed ito r on the f i e ld  notes page o f the Massachusetts 
Audubon M evsletter and her f i e ld  notes o f eastern Massachusetts are a 
valued feature o f the B irder 's  K it.

Ruth Emery at her e igh tie th  hirthday party.
Photo hy Pat Fox.

Ruth's achievements are even more impressive when one considers that she 
has never owned an automohile and does not know how to  d rive . These sup- 
posed handicaps fa ile d  to keep her from hecoming a pioneer member o f the 
600 club in the early 1950's. (Members haye l i f e  l i s t s  o f 600 or more 
species seen in  the United S ta tes .) This was qu ite an accomplishment in 
the era before in te rs ta te  highway systems and re la t iv e ly  inexpensive 
a ir lin e  tra v e l.

Due to  the vagaries o f taxonomy, Mrs. Emery has broken the 600-species 
b a rr ier tw ice . Changes in species designation among birds have cost her 
18 species which were recognized as va lid  when she entered them on her 
l i s t  but which were la te r  declarad void . Her present U.S. l i s t  to ta ls  
619 species.

Her g loba l l i f e  l i s t  exceeds 1500, with her best s in g le  f i e ld  t r ip  to 
A fr ica  in I 967 when she added U75 species. Her greatest handicap in accu- 
mulating a world l i s t  l ie s  in  the fact that she has never v is ita d  the New 
World trop ics j'an  area exceptiona lly  rich  in species.

Ruth's Massachusetts l i s t  is  381, one p f the be tter to ta ls  ever logged 
in th is State. Local birders are w e ll aware that her enormous success 
here not only has depended on her great s k i l l  and knowledge, but a lso has 
b en efitted  from phenomenal luck. She is  renowned fo r  "being th e re ," 
e ith er when or immediately a fte r  a ra r ity  has been spotted.

When Dr. May discovered two White-winged Black Terns in North Scituate 
in 1951», Mrs. Emery a lertad  a fr ien d ly  b irder who had her in Scituate 
w ithin an hour,.
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When a Sharp-tailed Sandpiper from S iberia  appeared in Jíewburyport Har- 
bor on Movember 3, 1973, Mrs. Emery and Mr. and Mrs. Arthur Argüe, sud- 
denly appeared on the seawall while Richard Forster and Wayne Petersen 
were making a p o s it iva  id en tific a t io n  o f the b ird , which they had been 
pursuing.

In July 1966, when an excellen t specimen o f the S c isso r-ta iled  Flycatcher 
was found in  Dennis, Mrs. Emery happened to be vacationing there with 
fr ien d s .

I t  goes without saying that she d idn 't miss that ultimate in r a r i t ie s , 
the Ross's Gull.

íiext time yon come upon a ra r ity , look around. Chances are that Ruth 
is  nearby. I f  you don't see her, remember to  c a li  her with your report, 
but don't be surprised i f  she says, "Oh, yes , I  saw that b ird  th is 
morning . . . "

The qu in tessen tia l b ird er.
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