
A Bird in the Hand

“In the end, we conserve only what we love. We will love only what we understand. We will understand
only what we experience.” ~ Baba Dioum, Senegalese Ecologist

The smiles are genuine, the spine tingles are electric, the wide-eyed wonder reflects a kinship at 
the base layer, a soul connection. This connection is real too. It is felt when you hold a tiny, almost 
weightless, feathered creature in your hand. I see it when the sky blue eyes of my youngest son meet 
the jet black eyes of a diminutive chickadee, and the shared fire in their eyes, the spark of life itself, is 
the tether between them. Life is the same, between boy and bird – it is magic.

There is something personal about being up close with these amazing creatures, creatures that 
we usually only see flying away, creatures that we rarely pay much attention. But feel the delicacy of 
their minuteness, the softness of their feathers, contrasted with the strength in the grip of their toes as 
they wrap around your fingers. Feel the will to live in the peck of their beak, and feel their heart beating
a thousand miles an hour. Feel your own heart beating in wonder, too, and right there, you know it’s the
same heart. A bird in the hand is magic, pure magic.

Bob Mulvihill is making this magic happen this morning. Bob works as an Ornithologist at the 
National Aviary in Pittsburgh, and is heading up the Pittsburgh Neighborhood Nestwatch initiative. 
Neighborhood Nestwatch is a study that focuses on eight common backyard birds (American Robin, 
Gray Catbird, Northern Mockingbird, Carolina Wren, House Wren, Black-capped/Carolina Chickadee, 
Northern Cardinal and Song Sparrow) found throughout the eastern U.S. and in a variety of landscapes 
from urban to rural. These and other birds are caught and uniquely color-banded by researchers during 
an annual morning-long visit to the home of every Neighborhood Nestwatch participant. Participants 



and their families are encouraged to be present for the banding activities and are welcome to invite 
their friends and neighbors, too. They will even be given the chance to hold and release birds after 
banding, which is an extraordinary experience for children and adults alike. My boys and friends and 
neighbors all know this now, too, firsthand.

Bob arrives at dawn, and three mist nets are quickly set up around my yard. The nets are nearly 
invisible to the birds, who don’t notice until they hit the nets and fall harmlessly into the billow created 
by the loose nets. Bob gathers the birds from the nets, and takes them back to our temporary banding 
station set up in my driveway. Here they are assigned a unique numbered metal band and a color band 
or two, are weighed and measured, aged (by studying the molt patterns of primary and secondary wing 
feathers) and sexed (amidst the chuckles of per-pubescent boys about the length of “cloacal 
protuberances”), and any other pertinent information recorded on the banding sheet. This is the science 
part, and Bob patiently answers questions about why we band birds (to study their movement, 
especially during migration, population trends, and to do comparisons of populations amongst different
habitats), and how he uses statistics to parse the large volumes of data collected in this program, 
bringing those dry statistics classes to life. Science comes to life for all of us, too.

The audience is as diverse as the birds this morning. Grandparents and grandkids stare wide-
eyed as cardinals, with their thick, heavy, seed cracking beaks, take nasty bites out of Bob’s finger, 
squawking raucously all the while. Carolina chickadees seem to be swallowed up in such large human 
hands, even the kids. They display their tininess and trusting once caught, not resisting like the 
cardinals, and quickly become the crowd favorite, especially with the youngsters. A momma song 
sparrow, about to lay eggs, is caught, and everyone gathers around to see a “pregnant” bird, who is 
processed quickly and efficiently by Bob to minimize her distress and get her back to her nest ASAP. A 
gray catbird is silent for the first time all day when caught in the nets, while a tufted titmouse spreads 
his wings and poses for pictures in hand.

Everyone gets to take a turn releasing a bird, the kids a couple of turns. It is a thrill to hold the 
tiny creatures, and we make bets as to which direction the bird will fly (hoping no more will fly into the
garage, like the male Carolina wren did! He was later flushed from the garage.) And of course everyone
tries to capture the perfect action shot of a bird just released from a hand. The one thing that is a 
constant in every picture, though, is a big smile, whether young or old.



Bob has been making this magic happen for over thirty years, starting when he was part of the 
bird banding operation at Powdermill Nature Reserve, the environmental research center of Carnegie 
Museum of Natural History. Powdermill has been banding birds for over 50 years, surpassing over 
500,000 banded in 2001. But most important, Powdermill (and Bob) have been letting the public in on 
the fascinating world of birds, up close and personal, for almost as long.

And that is the genius of the Neighborhood Nestwatch program and Powdermill – it makes 
birds personal. These are “your” birds, they live in your yard, in your neighborhood, you see them 
every day but just have not been properly introduced. After Bob leaves your yard, you’ve meet your 
birds intimately, and have become friends with your feathered neighbors. Some even have unique 
colored bands on their legs now, so you know them individually, and can track their movements, see 
them at your feeders and birdbaths and nestboxes.

As I write this a male house wren, with a red band on his left leg and an orange band on his 
right, brings beakful after beakful of insects to his hungry brood. R-O (red-orange) is now a part of the 
family, and has his own personality, which I appreciate after watching how hard he works for his 
children, how tirelessly he sings, defending his mate (she bearing a yellow-pink band combo) against a 
would-be interloper (another male house wren, this one bearing a green-blue band combo). I look 
forward to his morning song and his cock-eyed, wary view into my window before entering his 
nestbox. It’s that connection again, eye to eye, and now, friend to friend. I look forward to watching his 
family fledge, seeing his offspring grow, and I will mourn their departure for migration in the fall, and 
will eagerly await the arrival of R-O again in the spring, a reunion of friends. I am hooked.

It is through this connection, this personal connection, that this conservation effort will be 
successful. This is true of every conservation effort – it needs to be made personal to succeed. And this 
is the glory of Bob’s work – it is tough to get more personal that this! Bob has worked tirelessly to 
spread the gospel of conservation, to promote the beauty of birds and all living things, one bird in the 
hand at a time.  He shares the liturgy of interconnectedness and mutual salvation through respect and 
recognition of that mutual spark in our eyes. After thirty years, his enthusiasm hasn’t dulled. I wonder 
what is more fulfilling, holding these tiny, ornate creatures in his hand everyday, or seeing the smiles 
and sparks of life and connections made in the human participants as they are let in on this little secret 
that Bob has known all his life?


