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Of all the many ar cane and weird rit u als in dulged
in by birders, none is more strange than the “cen -
tury run.” At the peak of the spring mi gra tion,

which is, in the north east, around the mid dle of May, a
group of birders will at tempt to re cord sight ings of more
than one hun dred spe cies of birds in a sin gle day. Some
strict con ser va tives in sist that each bird must be seen and
iden ti fied by at least two mem bers of the group in or der to
be counted. Oth ers will ac cept a bird which is seen by one
mem ber but flies away be fore any one else can see it, or will
ac cept re cords based on sound only. This makes it eas ier to
find an owl, which is easy to hear but hard to see in the
dark, and also to re cord birds dur ing the dawn cho rus even
though they are not vis i ble. Such elu sive but noisy sing ers
as the white-eyed vireo can thus be re corded by voice
alone, if the song or call is suf fi ciently dis tinc tive to make it
impossible to mistake it.



Tech ni cally, the pe riod of the cen tury run is from mid -
night to mid night, but most birders will set tle for a 3 a.m. or
4 a.m. start, and a fi nal tally at around nine or ten at night.
Of course, when dif fer ent teams are con test ing for the
great est count, they may choose to use the whole
twenty-four hours, in the hope of out-count ing their com -
pet i tors. A 3 a.m. start, how ever, gives am ple time to re cord
sev eral owls, and to then hear the dawn cho rus at its full est. 
In the eve ning, the night flight of the wood cock or the
ovenbird can be re corded as soon as it is dark, which will
cer tainly have occurred by 10 p.m.

If you are the typ i cal non-birder, or even a be gin ning
birder, the idea of see ing or hear ing a hun dred spe cies in
one day may seem an im pos si ble goal. You prob a bly don’t
even know a hun dred birds, in clud ing those that you see
only in win ter at your feed ers. Ac tu ally, the re cord num ber
is much higher than 100; at last re port, it was about 230
spe cies. There are a num ber of mind-numb ing cen tury runs 
like the Mon te zuma Muck Race in cen tral New York and the 
World Se ries of Birding along the At lan tic coast in New Jer -
sey and ad ja cent ar eas, when sev eral teams vie for prizes
and would con sider a mere hun dred spe cies an ab ject fail -
ure.

In the ory, I should have par tic i pated in my first cen tury
run in 1941, when I was a fresh man and was tak ing the be -
gin ning or ni thol ogy course. How ever, dur ing that year I was 
work ing about 35 hours a week, and much of that time was
of ne ces sity on Sunday, so I had to pass up on the cen tury
run that year. In 1942, I was liv ing near cam pus and work -
ing fewer hours, so it was pos si ble for me to join the group.
It oc curred on May 16, and I was a mem ber of a group con -
sist ing of Har old Axtell, who fig ures prom i nently in a later
chap ter, his wife, Ra chel, also an ac com plished birder, Her -
bert Bleich, Nor man Levardsen, also fresh men, and me, the
least knowl edge able and pos si bly most ea ger of the group.
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Both Norm and I hoped that some of Har old’s birding ex -
per tise would rub off on us before the day ended.

In the stan dard mode, we as sem bled at the chilly
pre-dawn hour of 3:00 a.m. Our first stop was at a known
screech owl ter ri tory, where Har old was able to whis tle up
our first bird of the day. (Screech owls do not screech. They
whis tle, in an ee rie sort of way; they bark like a small dog;
but they don’t screech. Nor do they hoot.) En cour aged by
our first suc cess, we drove to a wooded val ley some miles
away where, by 4:00 a.m., the first voices of the dawn cho -
rus were be gin ning to be heard. We sorted out the song
spar rows, var i ous thrushes and war blers, and by 5:00 a.m.
we had a goodly list. This was fol lowed by a fu tile search for 
an up land sand piper, which man aged to es cape vi sual
iden ti fi ca tion, but which made our list (Har old’s, at least)
be cause his very sen si tive ears de tected its dis tant song,
which the rest of us couldn’t hear.

I will not bore you with a full ac count of the day’s ac tiv i -
ties, which cov ered some two hun dred miles of driv ing and
eigh teen or nine teen of the twenty-four hours al lot ted.
From Ithaca, we drove north along the east shore of Ca yuga 
Lake to a state pre serve called Howland’s Is land, then to the 
Mon te zuma Na tional Wild life Ref uge, and back down the
west side of the lake to Ithaca. I was not keep ing a life list at
that time, so I can’t tell you how many birds I saw or heard
for the first time, but there were many. My per sonal list was
116 spe cies, and I’m sure Har old’s was a good bit more.

Among my mem o ries of that day, one of the most vivid
was of a bird I did n’t see. Along to ward eve ning, we stopped 
be side a wet field where, Har old had been told, a sedge
wren, then called the short-billed marsh wren, might be
heard. We pulled off be side the road and parked, and from
some where off in the field came an un dis tin guished se ries
of chirps and chat ters which Har old as sured us was the de -
sired spe cies. We all du ti fully checked it off on our lists, but
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it was many years be fore I could hon estly place it on my life
list. From time to time I heard one again, but I was nearly
eighty years old be fore I ac tu ally saw one well enough to
iden tify it with out be ing told what it was. That oc curred
when a col ony of sev eral pairs was found in two ad ja cent
fields only a cou ple of miles from my home.

It was af ter ten p.m. when Har old dropped me off at my
room ing house, ex hausted but happy af ter my first ex pe ri -
ence with that par tic u lar rite of pas sage. Six months later, I
would be in the Army and off to the war, and it was five
years be fore I could par tic i pate in an other cen tury run: one
in which Har old Axtell also par tic i pated, but which is the
sub ject of another chapter.

b
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