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'SPRING 2001 
ROBIN ROUNDUP 

-- Mark Spreyer 

doing so, they were able consume more while 
swallowing fewer fruits in shorter visits. 

Their taste for dark purple pokeberries saved 
robins from being served on our dining room tables. 
Hungry colonists discovered that robins were a tasty 
delicacy and large numbers were shot and trapped 

until the mid-1800s. As you might expect, 
bird lovers objected to this practice 

but their protests fell on deaf ears. In 
the mid-nineteenth century, 

newspaper accounts observed that 

The next time somebody tells me they just saw 
the "first robin of spring," I'll be tempted to respond, 
"How do you know it isn't that last robin of winter?" 
You see, while many robins do migrate, many others 
have been here all winter long. Robins as spring 
harbingers? It's just another nature myth. 

To be precise, I'm talking 
about the American robin 
which is not to be confused 
with the European robin which 
it was when English settlers 
first saw our robin and named 
it after their robin. Confused 
yet? O.K., the robin redbreast 
of Europe has, as the name 
suggests, a red chest. So early 
settlers, not known for their 
ornithological expertise, called 
every bird with a red breast a 
robin. The bluebird was a blue 
robin, the rufous-sided towhee 
was the ground robin, and the 
red-breasted merganser (a 
duck) was the sea robin. 

Nowadays, the term robin 
applies to the one we've all seen 
pulling worms from our lawns. 
Speaking of worms, you might be 
wondering, what do the wintering robins eat? Berries, 
berries, and more berries. They will eat a wide 
variety of fruits including hackberry, cherry, juniper, 
dogwood, sumac, mulberry, and hawthorn. Research 
in New Jersey showed that wintering robins fed on 
larger fruits more efficiently than smaller fruits. By 
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ceased almost instantly. 
Robins & DDT 

As mentioned earlier, a robin's diet 

•= 1/P'7`.117/"1/  diet led to dramatic robin die offsfirst 
includes earthworms. This aspect of their 

1477, " 	studied on the campus of Michigan State 
University in the mid-1950s. It was in 

this decade, that the use of the 
(',k7 insecticide DDT gained in popularity. 
As chronicled in her 1962 classic, Silent Spring, 

Rachel Carson reported that spraying DDT for Dutch 
elm disease began at MSU in 1954. The following 
year, the adjoining city of East Lansing joined in. It 
wasn't long before it became evident that robins on 
the 185-acre campus were dying of insecticide 

robins eat copious amounts of 
juicy pokeberries, a poisonous 
fruit. The reports included 
exaggerated claims that several 
persons had died from dining 
on robins that had eaten 
pokeberries. As you might 

expect, the demand for robin meat 
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SUMMER HOURS BEGIN IN APRIL 

In March, Stillman will be open to drop-in 
visitors on Sundays from II AM to 4 PM. 
Starting in April, Stillman will be open Sundays 
from 9 AM to 4 PM. 

Please note that the Stillman Nature Center is 
available, by reservation, during the week to 
school classes, Audubon chapters, garden clubs, 
and other organized groups. For a brochure that 
describes the programs and fees, just call 428-
OWLS or email us and we'll be happy to send 
you one. 

poisoning. At the time, proponents of DDT claimed 
that it was "harmless to birds." 

How did DDT get into the robins? Credit goes 
to Dr. Roy Barker of the Illinois Natural History 
Survey for answering this question. His work, 
published in 1958, showed that DDT clung to the 
leaves of trees and did not wash away in the rain. 
Keep in mind that in areas where elms were thick, 
the amount of DDT sprayed could total as much as 
23 pounds per acre! 

In the autumn the leaves fell to the ground and, 
with the help of earthworms, began to decompose 
and return to the soil. It turns out that earthworms 
are resistant to DDT. DDT residues in worms can 
reach up to five times the levels in the surrounding 
soils. 

The following spring, when the worms were 
once again accessible, the trouble for robins really 
began. As few as eleven earthworms could carry 
enough DDT to kill a robin. A robin could easily eat 
that many worms in fifteen minutes. As you can 
imagine, the results of spraying DDT had a dev-
astating impact on the robin population at MSU. In 
1954, the campus population of robins was estimated 
to be 370. By the time Silent Spring was published, 
approximately two dozen robins remained at MSU. 
By 1972, thanks to Rachel Carson and scientific 
research, most uses of DDT were banned in the 
United States. 

Folklore Revisited 
Interestingly, the DDT story puts a modem spin 

on an old British superstition about robins. In Devon, 
a local saying warned: "Kill a robin or a wren-- never 
prosper, boy or man." In East Lansing and elsewhere 
in this country where injudiciously applied pesticides 
killed many a robin, this saying rings true. 

PROGRAMS 

Program Basics: PLEASE CALL OR FAX US AT 
428-OWLS(6957), OR EMAIL STILLMAN AT: 
stillnc@flash.net  TO MAKE RESERVATIONS for 
programs (except for bird banding open houses). 
Remember to include your name, phone number, 
and the number of people that will be attending. 

If less than 5 - 10 people (varying with the activity) 
have called two days prior to a program, the 
program could well be cancelled. So, remember to 
call the nature center in advance. If you discover 
that you are unable to attend, please call to cancel 
your reservations. This courtesy will be greatly 
appreciated. 

BE A BIRD BANDING FOOL 

Watch Mark Spreyer, a licensed bird bander, 
measure, weigh and record data about our resident 
and migratory birds. Birds are not caught in 
a predictable manner, so come prepared 
to hike the trails. With luck, the 
birds won't make fools of us! If it is 
raining, the banding open house 
will be cancelled. 

Dates: Sundays, April 1 & May 6 
Time: 9:00AM to Noon 
Fee: None 

WEEKEND MORNING BIRD WALKS 

Migration will be under way and 
you never know what we might 
find. Binoculars and field 
guides are a must. If you don't 
have any, don't worry, Stillman 
does. Please call 428-OWLS to make 
reservations. 

Date: Sundays: April 22, 29 & 
May 13, 20 

Time: 8:00AM 
Fee: None 
Age: 10 years and up 



more difficult to 

TUESDAY MORNING BIRD WALKS 

Just like above but on a weekday. Mark Spreyer, former 
Director of Chicago's Peregrine falcon release project, 
will lead the walks. Binoculars and field guides are a 
must. If you don't have any, don't worry, Stillman does. 

Date: Tuesdays: May 1 St 8 
Time: 8:00AM 
Fee: None 
Age: 10 years and up 

WILDFLOWER WALKS 

Join us as we explore Stillman's woodlands 
in search of ephemeral beauties such as 
white trillium, may-apple, Virginia bluebell 
and jack-in-the-pulpit. Bring your camera! 

Dates: Sunday, April 29, May 6 
Time: 2:00PM 
Age: 10 years and up 
Fee: None 

ONE MORE BIRD HIKE 

This time Dave Johnson of the Wild Bird 
Center in Fox River Grove will lead the 
walk. You can either meet Dave at Stillman 
at 8:30 or meet him at the Wild Bird 
Center (at the intersection of Routes 22 
& 14) at 8:00 AM. For more information 
call his store at 639-6594. 

Dates: Saturday, May 26 
Time: see above. 
Fee: None 

It has become imperative that ecologists, evolutionary 
biologists, and biogeographers recognize the inevitable 
consequences of human population growth and its envi-
ronmental impact, and that we use our expertise as 
scientists not for a futile effort to hold back the clock and 
preserve some romantic idealized version of a pristine 
natural world, but for a rational attempt to understand 
the disturbed ecosystems that we have created and to 
manage them to support both humans and wildlife. I 
have no simple recipes for how to accomplish this 

--James H. Brown in Biological Invasions: A Global 
Perspective (1989). 

ROUND ROBIN: The Rest of the Story 
As I was writing the cover story, I began to 

wonder, where did that expression round robin come 
from? 

Before it described a democratic tournament 
schedule, round robin referred to a petition signed in a 
circular manner so that no signer can be said to head 
the list. Why not be number one? For that, we need to 
join the British navy. When first organized, its captains 
were figures of life-and-death authority. A discontented 
crew would only present a petition of grievances under 
the most unbearable of conditions. 

A tyrannical captain could 
well view his crew's complaint 
as a act of mutiny. The first 
few signatories would be 
interpreted as the mutiny's 
leaders. The captain would 
then be in his rights to hang 
the the first man, or the first 
two or three, from the yardarm. 
However, with the signatures 
arranged in a circle, it would be 
identify the chief dissenters. Even the most despotic 
captain would hesitate before hanging his whole crew. 

All right, you're asking, where does the robin 
come in? There are two explanations. The first is 
probably the most credible. Robin is altered from the 
earlier riban, ribon or ribbon. Ribbons and signatures 
are often both affixed to official documents, and in this 
phrase the name of one attachment serves for the 
other. 

The second explanation sets the unhappy British 
sailor story on a specific ship, namely the brig Catherine 
at Gibraltar in 1612. It is said that this ship's crew first 
came up with the idea of a circular petition. As you 
can imagine, drawing a smooth circle was a bit of 
challenge. On the Catherine, the story goes, a statuette 
of a robin on a circular base was used to trace a circle 
for the sailors' signatures. 

CALLING VOLUNTEERS 

Roger Laegeler, Daria Sapp and their indefatigable 
landscape volunteers need help. Duties include 
buckthorn clearing, prairie burning and wildflower 
planting. 

Stillman has the tools. We need healthy, outdoor-
loving bodies to wield them. Thursday mornings are 
our usual work times. We start at 9:00 AM and wrap 
up around noon. Questions? Call 428-OWLS (6957). 
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ALEXANDER STILLMAN NATURE CENTER 
BOARD MEMBERS 

Susan Allman, President • Jim Kaltsas, Vice President • John Albanese, Treasurer 
Jennifer Rose, Secretary • Eva Combs, Legal Advisor • William Brough • Joy Sweet • Linda Breuer 
Barbara Day • Susan Hargreaves • Roger Laegeler • Mary Bates • George Sawicki • Roy Schodtler 

BOARD MEMBER EMERITUS: 
Frank Spreyer 

Mark Spreyer, Director & Newsletter Editor 
Jill Kohler, Newsletter Illustrator 

If you aren't already a member, please consider joining us. 
r 	  

[:1 Yes, I'd like to become a member of the Stillman Nature Center. I enclose my tax deductible contribution of $ 	 

[:11 I'd like to help as a volunteer with programs or land management at the Stillman Nature Center, please call me. 

❑  Please send a gift membership from 	 to the name and address listed below. 

Name 	
Student 	  $10.00 
Member 	  25.00 

Address  	Supporting Member 	 50.00 
Contributing Member 	 100.00 
Sustaining Member 	 500.00 

Telephone 	 Partner 	  1000.00 

Please mail with your check to: 

ALEXANDER STILLMAN NATURE CENTER, 33 West Penny Road, South Barrington, IL 60010 
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