Animals: As Viewed Through the Cultural Lens
To acquire knowledge, one must study; 

But to acquire wisdom, one must observe. 
        -- Marilyn von Savant
Since long before recorded history, animals, termed “the Others” by author Paul Shepard, have sustained, inspired, and captivated humans. The manner in which we relate to animals—how they are regarded, the place they occupy in human affairs—speaks volumes about a culture. Through time, we have regarded them in chameleon, ever-changing fashion: as food, raw material for myth, husbanded subordinates that furnish us food and fiber, and more recently, as metrics for ecosystem and planetary health. 

An essay entitled “Howling with the Trickster: A Wild Memoir” from David Gessner’s Sick of Nature carries a special resonance for me. The story chronicles the eastward migration and subsequent establishment of coyotes in locations that include Boston. Factors for their range expansion include the elimination of wolves, which prey on coyotes and the conversion of forests to cultivated fields, which enhance foraging opportunities for mice and voles. Gessner accompanied biologist Dave Eatnough as he tracked radiocollared coyotes through Boston’s urban maze of alleys, along railroad tracks, and finally to their den behind Weylu’s Chinese restaurant. 
Initially, Gessner was excited by the acquisition of knowledge permitted through radio tracking. Then, doubts about the suitability of such high-tech toys crept in. 
Dave is a fine companion, with a passion for coyotes and the energy to allow him to teach all day and check cages at night. But I’m not sure how I feel about the sedating and radio collaring of a large wild predator, especially one that has the wiles and wherewithal to survive within the borders of metropolitan Boston. 
He goes on to cite Jack Turner’s The Abstract Wild, 
Biological controls are now ubiquitous. Biologists control grizzlies, they trap and collar cranes, they have cute little radio backpack for frogs, they bolt brightly colored plastic buttons to the beaks of harlequin ducks, they even put radio transmitters on minnows.  

As a part-time wildlife biologist, my initial reaction was, “This borders on blasphemy. Tracking technologies aren’t truly controlling. They’ve unlocked a treasure trove of secrets that can’t be obtained by other means.” But soon… I calmed down. Gessner’s provocative essay had found its target: encouraging readers like me to reflect on how a technological vantage point might, in the long run, serve as an impediment to a more complete understanding of “the Others” essence.

Scientific papers such as “Biotelemetry: a mechanistic approach to ecology”—

which touted the widespread use of electronic data collection devices—speak to the modern wildlife management paradigm. There is little room in current scientific discourse for myth, mystery, or a “hands-off” approach to “the Others.” Native peoples’ knowledge of wild creatures is the result of patient, careful observation and their long residence in a place. Might not 21st-century culture benefit from a more-thorough exposure to the latter perspective, as well as an increased interdisciplinary presence in the natural sciences?
Part I
The Pacific Golden-Plover and Its Place in Polynesian Culture
The Hawaiian Islands are the most-isolated archipelago in the world—2,400 miles from California, 2,500 miles from Alaska, and 2,240 miles from Tahiti. Their remoteness spawns several questions, “Why would explorers set out across this trackless ocean? What, if any, clues suggested they would find land?” The Pacific Golden-Plover, which breeds in the Arctic and winters west to Africa and south to New Zealand and Australia, may be the answer.
Harold Gatty, the aviation pioneer whom Charles Lindbergh called the “Prince of Navigators,” suggested that it was birds that led ancient mariners to Hawaii. As Rachel Carson writes in The Sea Around Us: 

Students of primitive navigation believe that the migration of birds had meaning for the Polynesians, and that they learned much from watching the flocks that gathered each year in the spring and fall, launched out over the ocean, and returned later out of the emptiness into which they had vanished. Harold Gatty believes the Hawaiians may have found their islands by following the spring migration of the golden plover from Tahiti to the Hawaiian chain, as the birds returned to the North American mainland. 

The plover’s migration route strongly suggested the presence of land to the north, prompting the Polynesian explorers to sail in that direction and eventually discover the Hawaiian Islands. Long association with and close observation of kolea have elevated the bird to prominence in Hawaiian dance, song, and legend. The 3,000-mile, nonstop flight to their Arctic breeding grounds requires substantial energy reserves. In preparation, kolea gorge on their favorite foods. Their weight gain and annual exodus were well-known to native Hawaiians, resulting in the following chant: 
When the feathers darken on the breasts,

The kolea returns to Kahiki to breed

The kolea eats until he is fat, then returns to the land

from which he came!

When there is a desire for plovers,

The child to be born will travel to Kahiki

The plover can only cry its own name

The egg of the kolea is laid in a foreign land. 
In addition, native Polynesians regard birds as potential gods or spirit beings. Oral histories recount how migratory birds or those that nest in high cliffs serve as messengers for the alii (kings). Acknowledging the part that kolea played in the discovery of the islands, legend holds that the bird is sent, generally in pairs, to act as scouts or to carry messages from island to island. The trans-Pacific kolea-man association is depicted on a 1984 U.S postage stamp commemorating the 25th anniversary of Hawaiian statehood. A kolea is shown in flight, ahead of a traditional Polynesian sailing vessel, inspiring the navigators onward.
Radio tracking, combined with the science of bioenergetics, has revealed that this species can fly nonstop for at least 70 hours, flapping its wings twice a second to sustain speeds up to 70 miles per hour. Plovers that winter as far south as Australia are capable of flying up to 6,260 miles nonstop, even though they are unable to glide or soar to conserve energy. Their trans-Pacific flight is made possible by the accumulation of fuel in the form of fat, increasing the bird’s body weight by as much as 64% in the weeks prior to its migration.

Part II: Salmon Is Everything

Until the age of 33, my interaction with salmon had been sparse. In college, I’d once served as a deckhand on a commercial salmon boat, but the experience lasted only a few weeks. Mirroring the experience of most people, salmon were little more to me than filets or steaks to be procured sporadically from the meat counter. Then, in 1987, I seized the opportunity to change departments, joining the burgeoning ranks of those in the Pacific Northwest working to restore salmon.  

Peter, a friend of Yurok ancestry who also worked in fisheries, opened my eyes: “To us, salmon is everything,” he confided. Because I managed my Forest’s hiking trails program, I conceived the idea of a salmon and steelhead interpretive trail, which would highlight both the fishes’ life history and our efforts to restore their dwindling populations. The basket-making skills of the Yurok, Karuk, and Hoopa people of northwestern California are second to none. This art flourished, in part, because of salmon. Their reliable appearance each spring and fall fostered the presence of permanent villages along major watercourses. 
Anthropologists estimate that native people of the Pacific Northwest ate a pound of salmon per person per day. Now contrast this with the Plains Indian’s experience—the necessity of chasing buffalo as opposed benefiting from the river’s “salmon delivery pipeline.” The abundance of salmon spawned leisure time and a concomitant flourishing of the arts. I tried to convey this in the trail’s interpretive brochure, but, was rejected—my supervisor had not yet been exposed to the “Salmon is everything” philosophy.  

Our Forest operated a small-scale hatchery, raising only native fish. Scientific literature indicated that we could increase the survival of returning adult salmon from 0.1% to between 5-8% if we reared them for a year, rather than allowing young fish to migrate to the ocean. Each fall, when the moon was new in September or October, we’d release the fish. Our new moon release time was not done in homage to astrology, but rather to expedite the salmon’s gauntlet run past predators, under cover of darkness. 
We viewed our intrusion into the lives of salmon as acceptable, given their desperate plight. But not everyone shared this viewpoint. A transient who camped near our rearing facility frequently opined, “Salmon should be free.”  When no one was looking, she opened the outlet screen, sending thousands of juvenile fish seaward. My colleagues and I could only speculate as to the mortality incurred as a result of the well-intentioned, yet misguided, release.  

In the case of salmon, overfishing and habitat destruction prompt increasingly aggressive interference. I’ve participated in the drugging of over 150,000 salmon, so they might have an adipose fin clipped and be tagged. The resulting data were invaluable: our small-scale, native fish-only rearing facility boasted a return rate more than ten times that of a nearby “big is beautiful” concrete hatchery. 

Now to the central question of “How much interference is appropriate?” One study posed the question “Do radio collars or harnesses reduce the survival of Burrowing Owls relative to leg banded, but not radiotagged, owls?”  The scientists justified their study owing to their observations that the radiotagging of owls had become commonplace; sometimes prescribed as part of mitigation or simply to explore behavior—even when no  specific research hypothesis had been put forth. 
Study results concluded that next-year return rates for radioharnessed owls were approximately half that of those that were only leg banded. Because many of the radioharnessed owls were observed biting at the harnesses and preening, it was hypothesized that owls distracted by harnesses were not as vigilant for predators.    

Clearly, taking technological shortcuts in order to acquire information on animals can have a downside. In today’s highly competitive world of grants, the prevailing publish-or-perish milieu, and desire for career advancement and participation in cutting-edge research, what’s a biologist to do?  
Scientific methods are ever-evolving. The current quest for quantitative data rather than empirical observation leaves little room for qualitative description. In a world where scientists may be denigrated or punished if they segue into activism and those who write about the natural world can be relegated to the fringe, dutifully filed under “N” for Nature writer, is it any wonder that our connections to “the Others” continue to erode? Aren’t the long-term goals of species and habitat preservation most likely to be accomplished through support from an engaged, inquisitive populus? If so, shouldn’t the wider presence of “science with a heart” –with its themes of wonder and awe—be admitted to the scientific debate?

H.W. Henshaw, in his landmark 1910 paper in the Auk, “Migration of the Pacific Plover to and from the Hawaiian Islands,” touched on our sense of wonder for the species’ twice-annual migration. 
When we consider the number of miles traveled, the widely different characters of the regions chosen for summer and winter abodes, and the perils necessarily attending the passage between them, the migration of no other of our birds appears so wonderful as that of the Golden Plover. 
Examples abound of the pitfalls of over-reliance on technology. Recently, a crew of ambulance drivers, while en route to a destination 10 miles distant, wound up 200 miles away, owing to a GPS malfunction. In the “dark ages” before technology, the passage of time or the sun’s arc across the sky would have furnished clues. 

Native Hawaiians felt a kinship with kolea, despite the many aspects of the bird’s life history shielded from their view. Ancestral peoples of the Pacific Northwest didn’t let the absence of coded wire tags and tracking devices undermine their belief that “Salmon Is Everything.” 

Perhaps Walt Whitman said it best,
You must not know too much, or be too precise or scientific about birds and trees and flowers… a certain free margin, and even vagueness—perhaps ignorance, credulity—helps your enjoyment of these things.     

