
"ANTIQUE" CHRISTMAS COUNTS: GONE BUT NOT FORGOTTEN
by Leif J. Robinson, Wellesley

The October, 1975, issue of American Birds contained a proposal for an experiment: to conduct Christmas Bird Counts inareas surveyed two generations earlier using techniques of that 
period —  no modern binoculars, field guides, even "pishing". 
Fortunately, I was privy to a route walked from 1915 to 1926 
by V7arren F. Eaton in Weston, Massachusetts. Realizing that 
one year's data would be inadequate for assessing trends in the 
quality of birdlife, I've continued these "antique" counts for 
the past half-dozen years.
Eaton covered a particularly fortunate area in this Boston sub
urb; other than normal natural evolution, changes have been 
minimal. Houses now ring most of the periphery, and a town 
dxamp was established. But overall, the landscape —  including 
a railroad right-of-way, a mature hemlock stand, two fresh
water ponds with attendant small marshes, some fields and mixed 
woodlots —  would seem quite familiar to Eaton.
Some general statistics. Eaton recorded 37 species; I, 41;
22 were common to both tallies. He averaged 16 species a year; 
I, 24 —  the birdlife is clearly more diverse in the modern 
era. Eaton logged some 2,200 individuals; I, 3,100 in four 
fewer walks. This increased abiandance is due almost completely 
to the relatively recent invasion of the Herring Gull.
The accompanying table simnmarizes probably significant changes 
(or the lack of them) in the wintering bird populations over 
some six decades. Only species seen either on more than half 
of Eaton's 10 counts or the six of mine are included. Evidence 
for change is straightforward. For each species is given the 
average birds per hour (bph) recorded at the two epochs. The 
next number is three times the standard deviation (3 x sd) of 
the average, which is nothing more than a measure of the scat
ter of the observations that went into it —  99.7 percent of all observations should deviate less than this value from the 
average. For example, an average of 7 with a three-times 
standard deviation of 5 means that virtually all the observa
tions should fall within the range 2 to 12. Given last is the 
number of years in which the species was recorded.
Thus, we have two quantitative measures of a species presence: 
its average numerical abundance ( and an indication of the 
variation from year to year) and the frequency of its occur
rence. If, as in the case of Downy Woodpecker, the modern- 
epoch average falls outside the three-times standard deviation 
range of the earlier count, this strongly suggests that a real 
change has occurred, in this instance one of increase. Such a 
conclusion is pc'ssible despite the fact that this species was 
recorded every year by both observers.
My thesis is obvious: despite forebodings of lessening envir
onmental quality (which may well be true), these exists today

283



<a
u
>1

IT) i n i nvomi ncNi o i n ' ^ ' j ' v om^oH^OHvo i nvovovDCNvo

o
00
cr> XS ro rH  CN rH  CO
rH w  o» 0> rH  CO CT\ fO
1 X

m m  c CN ro  iH  O  rH
00 CN

CTi
rH

in CN O
x i Tj* CN ra  in  in  m
f t

3
Cn
trj
p 3

I l£> in 3
ro o  H >

Cd p
lO o  H <1)

rH  rH g >
0 OJ
p

MH g

I VO 00 •a* oi
H H i n t ^ O O H " a * H i H O O O H O O O r ^ O O r H l O C N ( N

O •O i-i 
(U >H 
+1 
-p
•H  0)
e -p
O -P 

•H
0  g 
CN O
01

M
P
>1

VO
CN VO o
ON CO CO o
rH XJ • •
1

in

ON
rH

ro H  CN

X!ft
XI

'I' VO 
^  VO

(U

X  
'S
(d 0) 
K  W 

3o
p  
O  

•H
ns XI4J (1) I VM

XI vp 
a) 3  K  «

3
■P o
3
3  >0 
CO 0)
3  X
0) U  

X ! 3  ft XJ 
I H  

"O ^  H  
(U O 3 Xi 3 O  (U0 r-C >3 01 di O 
C C Q1 +) -H 
Cn 3 p ^  
3  3 P O

•H P 3 O «  O  05 ft

•tc
<Tv O  O  O

in O  rH O  
^  in VO 00 

• • • •
O  O  O  CM

CO »!• iH 00 
CVI fO  VO H  

• • • •
o  o  o  n

P P 
3  3 
^  X  

3 0 3 
> 3 3  
O ft ft S 
Q  -O "O O 

0 0 p Cnp p  >iU 
3 IS IS 3 

■P >3 3 
3 >i >1 O 
P P 3 3 g 
3 -H S 3 i  
O 3 O H  O 
S  05 Q «  O

CN
00

<Tl
m

3
3

>d
3

X i
U

•H

U

00 o

o \ m
r -  iH

in o  
ro m

0) 
(0

'O  O

f t ’ H 
ns H  
O

-O 
X I 3  
O  +J 
3  iP  ■H rH 3 

f t  05 E l

X5U
+J
3

X5
-P
3a

■d
3
-p

*  -t!CO VO ro

VO i-i
00 o  in

3 ov •P rH
VO O  O  CN

CN 00 O  VO H  CJ> CN O
O H  C N ^ o  tn^vcro

OV VO VO 
'J ' O  CN

VO VO r~ in H  ̂  ro ro
o o  H H VO  I—I ro CN o

P 
3w ft "d s 

3 3 p O

+1
3H
t j i
3

•P«
•d
3
3

3 3 
P P 
X5 U

•P P

?  '
5 ^-P m

Xi-d 
O h  
0 o

so
p
p
3&i ftH 

3 W 3 
P 3 
H 3 -P 

m >d 
3 p 
O 3

IS «  S  O  W 05 U

XI
O
3

•P O ip O 
>d 3
H  3 s  s  
Q O 0 
O  p p 

TJ p p 
3 3  3 3 
3  >1 ft fto 3 CQ cn

•p I
P XI 3 tn 
3 P 3  3 
g 3 p O 
<  Q  H  W

3•P01■d •
+J p 3 -P W 3 X5 "d 
01 p 3 CO -P 
p CO ja ft'«3' in05 vp CN CN O' O H  CTi 3 H  ■ 4J M-l

3 0 3 3 P 
O +j O VO O 3 >P CN 3 3 I XI O X5 in O' UH  *P Id O' X! X! 3 H  Ov+l >rP 3 'O H  X5 3

5
■P

3
+1

O
O
4J
0
3

O 
>1 O 

H
H  +) 
3 O

s

o
p . . 
O  O' ft ra 
3 cn H

P-.
3
+1
3

■d
•p
■d
3
3
U

3 -P
0 H1 pg 3 
O +J

35 
3
01 3 
3 3 
O (

f t  U  CO 05 f t

« « « « ^

284



on these 100-odd acres more wintering birdlife of greater 
diversity than prevailed 60 years ago. The impact of "south
ern species" and gulls is almost totally responsible for the 
numerical change; also, wintering Red-shouldered Hawks in 
Eaton's era were clearly less abundant than the red-tails that have replaced them today.
In short, over this period, the birdlife changed dramatically. 
Eight species invaded, one left, six probably increased, four 
probably decreased, five remained the same, and one we cannot 
judge. Can there be a better case for quantitative bird
watching? I really wonder about the future of the Black-capped 
Chickadee.

LEIF J. ROBINSON is editor of Sky and Telescope, an inter
national popular magazine of astronomy and space science. 
He has been a bird student for 15 years with a principal 
interest in resident populations and the statistical means 
for assessing them. Mr. Robinson is also active in study
ing the migration of birds of prey.
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Bird Books
Annotated catalogues are issued 3 
times a year (send $2.00 fo r first year 
subscription). W ide selection of books 
on birds, o u t-o f-p rin t, rare and new- 
scholarly and fine  co lo r plate, regional 
and fo re ign  fie ld  guides. Also books of 
Interest to  the naturalist on the flora 
and fauna o f this coun try  and foreign 
lands, biographies and travels of 
naturalists. Libraries and single copies 
purchased.

Appraisals.

Pat ric ia Led lie -  Kx̂ w-’llcr
Box 46D, Buckfie ld, ME 04220 U.S.A. 

207-336-2969

JUNGLE VACATION 
IN TH ETA LA M A N CA  

RAINFOREST OF COSTA RICA'S 
ATLANTIC COAST

Superb birding: parrots, parakeets, macaws, 
trogons, oreop>endola$, toucans, 
aricaris, tanagers, orioles, etc.

Fascinating plant life: hundreds of orchids, 
bromel iads and antheriums among 
vine covered forest giants.

Incredibly varied Insect populations.

Riding and hiking trails In virgin jungle.

Accomodation for up to four people.

Weekly rates $ 175.00 single 
$ 275.00 double 
$ 75.00 each additional person 

Includes all meals, accomodation, horses, 
guides, transport from Siquirres, $50.oo 
deposit to confirm reservations.

M.E. Snow 
Apartado 73
7200 Siquirres, Costa Rica

Smaller! Lighter! 
Brighter!

N E W I W N
ROOFPRISM

BINOCULARS

Who would have 
thought binoculars this 
light and con tact could be so bright and 
sharp, even on cloudy days or in fading light! 
It’s the unique Nikon combination of 
irtgenious design, superlative coated optics and 
rugged precision construction that makes it 
possible. Choose the all-purpose 7x26orextra 
powerful 9x30, from the maker of the farrtous 
Nikon camera system. See the difference Nikon 
quality makes.
For Hterature rmd discount prices covering a 
complete lirte of sporting optics and 
accessories, write to the “Optics Headquarters 
for the Outdoorsman.”

BIRDING P.O BOX SBO 
AMSTERDAM. N.Y 

12010

_________DIGESrV^
wrTMiva ,07A .

For a gift that is thoughtfully 
perfect for bird watching friends 
(or for yourself!), consider a year’s 
subscription to the exciting new 
national bi-monthly magazine, 
Bird Watcher's Digest. It features 
the best in contemporary birding 
literature.

One can subscribe for a year 
(6 issues) by sending $7.50 to 
Bird Watcher’s Digest, Bo* 110-M, 
Marietta,OH 45750(add $100for 
Canada and foreign).
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