
“The reports I am getting from Florida
come from individuals whom I know, and
know to be expert observers,” says Fitz-
patrick. “The words I’m hearing from
them are: ‘Unmistakable,’ ‘Absolutely for
sure,’ ‘Nobody who saw what I saw
would think it was anything else,’ and ‘I
was not a believer until I saw this thing.’
But nobody’s nailed a photograph. All of
us await the incontrovertible evening-
newsreel-footage of a pair of ivorybills at
the nest. This is either a case of spectacu-
lar mass hallucination, or the bird is just
remarkably wary.”

Audubon wrote (see “More News to
Come…” July-August 2005, page 88), “Its
notes are clear, loud, and yet rather plain-
tive. They are heard at a considerable dis-
tance, perhaps half a mile….These are
heard so frequently as to induce me to say
that the bird spends few minutes of the
day without uttering them, and this cir-
cumstance leads to its destruction….” 

In the early nineteenth century, the
ivorybill was easily found. Now, as Mel
White put it, the faithful have to believe
that the Lord God Bird, “in its twenty-
first-century incarnation, has been trans-
formed into a creature as shy as Bambi, as
silent as a Trappist monk, as anxious to
avoid photographers as a Mafia stool pi-
geon in a witness-protection program
—altogether invisible to the human
senses as a stealth fighter is to radar.”

“It’s always been biologically credible
to me that through selection a remnant
ivorybill population could have di≠erent
behavior from the original one,” says Fitz-
patrick. “Because the bird was persecuted
so dramatically, it’s believable that the
only individuals who survived had a habit
of getting the hell away when they sensed
humans were nearby. Bird-watching in
Italy is a dramatically di≠erent experi-
ence from anywhere else in Europe be-
cause Italians hunt little birds. Walking
through the woods, you can hear birds
but not see them.” 

Selection may account for ivorybill
wariness, but what about its noisiness?
“It’s a little harder for me to swallow the
notion that ivorybills have changed their
vocal habits. If there are ivorybills flying
around, why aren’t we hearing more of
them? We’re documenting in excruciat-

ing detail a lot of hours in the forest with-
out ivorybills making noise.”

What happens next year if this
year’s search results are ambiguous?
“We’d probably focus back down to a
couple of the hottest possibilities,
Arkansas and north Florida,” says Fitz-
patrick. “Certainly, we’re going to be en-
gaged in a systematic search for this bird
for some time.

“From my standpoint,” he continues,
“the search is worth it because of the
iconic importance of this bird and what it
represents about the enormity of the

change that we brought about in its envi-
ronment. Shouldn’t we try to be managing
these places as if that bird were still in the
treetops? My view, scientifically and
philosophically, is that that’s what the En-
dangered Species Act is about. It focuses
our attention with these beacon species
on ecosystem-level changes that we’ve
made. We Americans look at ourselves in
the mirror and say, ‘What did we do? And
what can we un-do?’”

Meanwhile, Fitzpatrick’s annual trip to
the land of the Florida scrub jay remains
on his agenda. May one sit on his head.

�christopher reed

P h o t o g r a p h  c o u r t e s y  o f  D a v i d  R o t h e n b e r g

The Music of
Birds…and Whales
In 2000, David Rothenberg ’84 arrived at
the National Aviary in Pittsburgh at
dawn, unpacked his instruments—clar-
inets and saxophones, a Norwegian over-
tone flute, and some Bulgarian double
whistles—and settled in to “jam with the
birds.” It was the first of many sessions
there, and others abroad—from Estonia
to Australia, where he played in a sanctu-
ary with “one of the shyest yet grandest
singers in the world, the Albert’s lyre-
bird.” This agile creature with the daring
plumage dances among low-hanging
vines while caroling original composi-
tions that incorporate fragments of the
songs of kookaburras, green catbirds,
Lewin’s honeyeaters, and other birds in
its habitat.

“Bird music has been around for mil-
lions of years—longer than human
music,” says Rothenberg, a musician, a
philosopher, and a professor of both at
the New Jersey Institute of Technology. “I
wanted to explore why bird song has so
many similarities to human music:
melody, rhythm, repetition, invention,
and the ability to fill us with joy.” 

Why Birds Sing, his newest book, recounts
these experiences and o≠ers a wide-rang-
ing discussion of scientific, musical, and
poetic views on this mysterious phenome-
non. (It comes with a CD of his selected
sessions; excerpts can be heard at www.-
harvardmagazine.com or www.whybirds-
sing.com.) He has concluded that the

di≠erent disciplines o≠er profound in-
sights, but none alone can answer why—
or, more interesting, what—birds sing.
“My point is that the function of birdsong
for many of these species is certainly to de-
fend territory and attract mates, as evolu-
tionary biology argues, but that doesn’t
fully explain why they sing such a wide
range of complex sounds,” he says. “How
come one bird can do 30 minutes of a con-
stantly changing pattern and another bird
does just fine with ‘poo wheet’?

“Darwin recognized this: he said each
species has its own ‘aesthetic sense,’ ”
Rothenberg continues. “This is why star-
lings today like to imitate the noise of re-
frigerators and mockingbirds make use of
car alarms. Mimicry is often discussed by
biologists, but mockingbirds don’t copy
songs; they compose their complex, pat-
terned song out of the other songs they
hear, with specific musical rules. The
nightingale, oft praised in the poetry of
Keats, Clare, and Shelley, actually sounds
like a DJ in a club scratching records,
chicka chicka chicka brzzzz p. Scientists tend
to avoid subjective descriptions. This is
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why poets were hip to bird songs long
before science was.” 

Rothenberg has released six CDs (Before
the War features jazz intertwined with
recordings from the natural world) and
five other books, most about the intersec-
tion between culture and nature. As the
founding editor of the Terra Nova book se-
ries (MIT Press), he presents environmen-
tal issues in terms of culture, not policy. 

For the last decade, he has been in-
creasingly obsessed “with the enigmatic
sounds of other species” and is currently
on sabbatical, researching the vocaliza-
tions of whales for a new book. He has
traveled among islands in Russia’s White
Sea, playing along with belugas, and ven-
tured out with scientists studying the
orcas that live o≠ Vancouver Island. 

“The more vocally social whales, orcas
and belugas, use sound in a very interac-
tive manner, so they certainly respond to
clarinet sounds,” he reports. “Belugas
have a wider variation of sounds, but
orcas are much better studied. Every
whale in the various pods there has a
name, and we know exactly whom they
are each related to by the di≠erent sounds
they make.” The humpbacks, which
“sing” during winters in Hawaii, “have the

longest and most musically structured
vocalizations of any animal we know,” he
says. “Only the males sing, but the females
don’t really respond. Other males re-
spond, in a cooperative, not a competitive,
way. And each year they change their song,
but all the whales in a given ocean sing the
same new song, like the latest number one

hit. We have no idea why they do this.”
At press time, Rothenberg was in

Hawaii. “Traditionally, humpbacks, deep
in their own musical culture and ritual,
have not been too interested in sounds
that humans play to them,” he explains.
“I’m hoping to find out otherwise!”

� nell porter brown
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Candidates for Election
This spring, five new Harvard Overseers
and six new elected directors for the Har-
vard Alumni Association (HAA) board
will be chosen by alumni.

Ballots should arrive in the mail by
April 15 and, to be counted, must be re-
turned to Cambridge by noon on June 1.
Election results will be announced at the
HAA’s annual meeting on June 7, Com-
mencement day. All Harvard degree hold-
ers, except Corporation members and
o∞cers of instruction and governance, are
entitled to vote for Overseer candidates. 

Candidates, listed in alphabetical
order, are:

For Overseer (six-year term, five to be
elected):

Ronald Cohen, M.B.A. ’69. London.

Chairman, Portland Capital and The
Portland Trust.

Mitchell L. Dong ’75, OPM ’97. Cam-
bridge. Chief investment o∞cer and
founder, Solios Energy Fund Inc.

Lucy Fisher ’71. Los Angeles. Film pro-
ducer and co-head of Red Wagon Enter-
tainment.

Yuki Moore Laurenti ’79. Trenton,
New Jersey. Director of capital campaign,
Isles Inc.

Champ Lyons Jr. ’62. Montgomery, Al-
abama. Associate Justice, Supreme Court
of Alabama.

Richard A. Meserve, J.D. ’75. Washing-
ton, D.C. President, Carnegie Institution
of Washington.

Lisa M. Quiroz ’83, M.B.A. ’90. New
York City. Senior vice president, corpo-
rate responsibility and inclusion, Time

Warner Inc.
Stephanie D. Wilson,

S.B. ’88. Houston. NASA
astronaut.

For Elected Director
(three-year term, six to be
elected):

Stephen W. Baird ’74.
Chicago. President and
CEO, Baird & Warner
Inc.

Richard B. Cooper-
stein ’88, M.B.A. ’95, Bur-
bank, California. Senior
vice president, finance,
business development
and equity ventures, Walt
Disney Company.

Elena C. Crespo ’89,
M.B.A. ’93. New York
City. Senior vice presi-
dent, director of client
management, Citi Analyt-
ics, Citigroup Inc.

Morning Exercises, Thursday, June 7, 2007
To accommodate the increasing number of those wishing to attend Harvard’s Commencement Exercises, the following
guidelines are proposed to facilitate admission into Tercentenary Theatre on Commencement morning: 

• Degree candidates will receive a limited number of tickets to Commencement. Parents and guests of degree candi-
dates must have tickets, which they will be required to show at the gates in order to enter Tercentenary Theatre. Seating
capacity is limited, however there is standing room on the Widener steps and at the rear and sides of the Theatre for
viewing the exercises.  

Note: A ticket allows admission into the Theatre, but does not guarantee a seat. The sale of Commencement tickets is
prohibited.

• Alumni/ae attending their major reunions (25th, 35th, 50th) will receive tickets at their reunions. Alumni/ae in
classes beyond the 50th may obtain tickets from the Classes and Reunions O∞ce, 124 Mount Auburn Street, sixth floor,
Cambridge, Massachusetts 02138.

• Alumni/ae from non-major reunion years and their spouses are requested to view the Morning Exercises over large-
screen televisions situated in the Science Center, Sanders Theatre, most of the undergraduate Houses, and the profes-
sional schools. These locations provide ample seating, and tickets are not required.

• A very limited supply of tickets will be made available to all other alumni/ae on a first-come, first-served basis
through the Harvard Alumni Association, 124 Mount Auburn Street, sixth floor, Cambridge, Massachusetts 02138.

Afternoon Exercises
The Harvard Alumni Association’s Annual Meeting convenes in Tercentenary Theatre on Commencement afternoon.
All alumni and alumnae, faculty, students, parents, and guests are invited to attend and hear Harvard’s President and
the Commencement Speaker deliver their addresses. Tickets for the afternoon ceremony will be available through the
Harvard Alumni Association, 124 Mount Auburn Street, sixth floor, Cambridge, Massachusetts 02138.

�Jacqueline A. O’Neill, University Marshal 

A Special Notice Regarding Commencement Exercises
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