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Birdshot: Pixels and Lead
BY RICK WRIGHT, WINGING IT EDITOR

“Whatcha seein’?” The universal greeting of birders; but
this early morning in Madera Canyon, my formulaic

question drew an unexpected answer. Never mind what the
bird was; what was interesting was the conversation that
ensued. Our interlocutor informed us that he would not be
reporting his putative rarity. You see, he’d had dealings with
records committees before, and each time his description had
been rejected “because the bird wasn’t documented.” I’m not
good at hiding puzzlement, and my bemused look drew a clar-
ification: “You know, documented, photographed.” 

Birders (and ornithologists, too, for that matter) spent the
first decades of the 20th century fighting for the value of the
sight record, arguing that verbal documentation by a careful
observer could, for most species, be as credible as a specimen.
And for 70 years, from, say, 1934 to, say, 2004, it was true:
thorough, precise descriptions of rarities were treated with
seriousness by birders and records committees alike, some-
times accepted, sometimes rejected, but in any event consid-
ered a reasonable way to document an unusual bird. 

That has changed, and birding today runs the risk of
becoming so heavily technologized that we abandon the arti-
fact our hobby was founded upon nearly 100 years ago: the
well-described sight record. The miracles of digital cameras
and easily portable recording equipment have made it possible
to secure “tangible,” “objective”–choose your adjective–docu-
mentation of rarities that just a decade ago would have been
captured only in the careful observer’s notes. This is a fine
thing, of course, and I am glad that so many birders submit

photographic support for their unusual reports. But I am not
glad at all that documentation of an exclusively audiovisual
sort is pushing verbal description aside, returning us surely
and not so slowly to the same place we were in the early 20th
century. Just replace “shotgun” with “digital camera.”

The triumph of the pixel over the pen is clearest in the
controversy over the reports of an Ivory-billed Woodpecker in
Arkansas in 2004 and 2005. The debate about those detec-
tions has focused almost exclusively on a few famous seconds
of video showing a black-and-white something flying away
from a canoe. Meanwhile, there has been precious little atten-
tion paid to the sight records made by normally credible
observers: they have been neither rigorously criticized nor
held up as evidence of the bird’s survival, and all eyes have
turned instead unto a couple of frames of inscrutable digital
video. 

A spectacular image may well be worth a thousand, but
sometimes it takes more words than that to tell the whole
story. Let’s continue to photograph and record our birds, ordi-
nary and rare, but let’s also step away from the computer mon-
itor and remember, at least occasionally, to share our
excitement and our experiences in words.

RBA Update: Wisconsin
The telephone number for the Wisconsin Society of Ornithology’s

statewide RBA has changed. It is now (262) 784-4032.


