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Male birds use their songs primarily to
defend territories and mates from competitors. Piercing intensity, to the decibel level
where a grouchy journalist might be awakened from a dead sleep, is integral to the

Historically, poets and nature writers
describe the robin singing in the hour
just before dawn, but today, robins sing
earlier than they used to. I myself have
heard them singing in Chicago at two
o’clock in the morning. A 2006 article
published in the ornithology journal, The
Condor, described biologist Mark Miller’s
research into the matter. In casual observation, Miller noted that on a walk at
three o’clock in the morning, he found
robins everywhere, active and singing as
if morning had broken. Greater research
determined that in fact robins now sing
between 30 minutes and three hours earlier than they did in the past. The current

brightness of nighttime skies caused by
artificial lights is assumed to be the cause.
Though the wee-hour singing times are
more likely to annoy humans—we tend to
hurl pillows harder at someone who interrupts our sleep at three o’clock than we
do at someone who has the decency to
wait until six—it’s unclear that the change
is hurting robin populations. The main
reason for birds not to sing at that hour
is to keep owls from knowing they are
there, but in cities where owls are scarce,
this presents less of a problem. Since the
bright night skies are making it possible
for robins to see well enough to forage,
then the added hours could even increase
their productivity.
For anyone who happens to find themselves with a bedroom window smack dab
in the middle of a songbird’s territory,
please note that the problem is seasonal.
Once birds are busy feeding babies, they
tend to be quieter. In the meantime, try
ear plugs.
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Great Lakes Water
Wars Author To
Speak at Smith
Nature Symposium

Spring 2008

Karsten Heuer, who spent five months
on foot with the endangered Porcupine
Caribou Herd in Alaska, will speak
at Ryerson Woods on May 5th.

Former Newsweek reporter Peter Annin will
be the keynote speaker at the Smith Nature
Symposium on May 10. After covering domestic
terrorism, natural disasters and environmental
news for over a decade, Mr. Annin left Newsweek
to write The Great Lakes Water Wars. Published
by Island Press in 2006, the book covers the
history of disputes and increasing pressure on
water in the Great Lakes.
“In 1998, I attended a public meeting of the
International Joint Commission when a proposal
to ship Lake Superior water to Asia was being
considered,” Annin says about the book’s
impetus. “Senior citizens, hardhat guys, men
in pinstripe suits, all kinds of people went up
to the microphone and poured their hearts out
on behalf of the Great Lakes. There was such
emotion and outrage over the precedent this
would set to ship our water all over the world.”
Annin realized that with the Great Lakes basin
being so vast, it is difficult to grasp the full range
of issues that have confronted the Great Lakes.
Understanding past battles will be important
to addressing the issues that will undoubtedly
confound the Great Lakes community in the
future. He saw the need for the book, and the
opening to write something that merged well
with his own interests. “After spending my
childhood going to a family cottage in northern
Wisconsin,” Annin says, “I fell in love with the
North Woods and the Great Lakes.”
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Bird song seems like it would provide a
pleasant way to awaken, but that’s not
everyone’s take on it. Writing in a Chicago
Tribune column in 2002, Mary Schmich
complained, “It’s noisier than a construction
site out there in the naked trees of the city.
Spring birds with voices worse than drunken
sailors’. Birds as obnoxious as a blaring
boombox. Birds behaving like frat boys at
the end of an all-night kegger.”

bird’s success in reproduction. Robins, cardinals and other songbirds must unleash a
successful torrent of song so valiant that it
scares off the boys and convinces the girls
that here is a male they can trust. (Not to
be monogamous, for few birds are, but
rather to be a mate that will provide and
defend a safe nesting location.)
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In Chicago, sleepers are accustomed to rude
disruption. Voices, sirens, car alarms and the
miscellany of city life can interrupt even the
deepest sleepers. But every year, starting in
late February and continuing into May, some
city and suburban dwellers are awakened in
the middle of the night by a different sound:
the intensely loud call of a robin or cardinal
outside their bedroom window.

Because of Traylor’s long career working
with the ornithological collections of the
Field Museum, the obituary in the Chicago
Tribune called him “part of a bygone era
of ‘gentleman scientists.’” A great friend
of other early Ryerson supporters such as
6Hermon Dunlap, Ellen Thorne Smith, and
Nancy Ranney, Thorne’s contributions to
joyful gatherings at Ryerson Woods will
be missed as much as his contributions
to science.
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By Jill Riddell

On February 11, 2008, the Friends of
Ryerson Woods lost a true friend when
Melvin Traylor, Jr. passed away. The
92-year old was an avid birder and a
founding member of the Friends, having
served first on the advisory board that
launched the Smith Nature Symposium
and then as part of the group that transformed the advisory board into what
would become the Friends board.
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The Loud Defense of Territory

Farewell to Mel Traylor

Annin is the 25th speaker at
the Smith Symposium, which
is celebrating a quarter century
of bringing major figures in
conservation to Lake County.
Roger Tory Peterson, David
Sibley and Lincoln Brower
have been among the many
prominent keynote speakers.
The Symposium is named for
Ellen and Dutch Smith, and was
established specifically to bring
in national figures to address the
citizens of northeastern Illinois.
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programming on the Great
Lakes, with Annin’s speech as
one of the highlights.
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The 552-acre Ryerson Conservation Area is open daily
from 6:30 a.m. until dusk. Due to the special nature of this Lake
County Forest Preserve, no pets, picknicking or off-road bicycling is
allowed. Because Ryerson Woods retains the original natural character
of a complex and mature northeastern Illinois forest, over half the
acreage is designated as an Illinois Nature Preserve.

In The Great Lakes Water Wars, Annin argues
that “the Great Lakes region is entering an era of

©Alliance for the Great Lakes.

unparalleled water tension.” While we’ve grown accustomed to concerns over water
quality the future battles will center more and more on water quantity. Less than one
percent of surface water in the world is potable freshwater, and eighteen percent of
lies in the Great Lakes.
Annin writes, “Water scarcity throughout the world—and even in parts of the Great
Lakes region—will put mounting pressure on one of the most abundant freshwater
ecosystems on earth. One could argue that the era of Great Lakes water tension has
already begun. The question is, are the forty million Canadians and Americans who
live in the Great Lakes Basin prepared for it?”
Participants in the Smith Nature Symposium will be among those better prepared for
the Great Lakes future after hearing Annin’s perspective. In 2008, Friends of Ryerson
Woods is focusing its programming on the Great Lakes with Annin's speach as one of the
highlights.
Annin is the 25th speaker at the Smith Nature Symposium, which is celebrating a quarter
century of bringing major figures in conservation to Lake County. Roger Tory Peterson,
David Sibley and Lincoln Brower have been among the many prominent keynote speakers.
The Symposium is named for Ellen and Dutch Smith, and was established specifically to
bring in national figures to address the citizens of northeastern Illinois.
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