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We only live only suspire 
Consumed by either fire or fire. 

 
 Bhikkus, all is burning 

 
 
 
A fire broke out on my old field site last Monday, midday.   
 
My plan was/is to start banding my birds again next month, when I am in San Diego with 
the kids.   
 
And now this fire.  I am scared of what I’ll find down there. I’ve already witnessed 
destruction on the site.   At the time, I knew the site so well I could see the ghosts of the 
plants and the nests of the animals long after they had been bulldozed.  Now that I am no 
longer intimate with that world of the nonhuman and so, perhaps, I won’t be so sad. 
 
All is aflame, the eye is aflame.  
 
It has been eight years since I stopped working with this population.  Do you know why?  
Well…yes, I had finished my Ph. D., was in Ithaca and then Riverside and then Seattle.  
But the birds were always there, just outside my parent’s back door and I have visited 
several times since 2000 
 
thy willing soul transpires 
 
But really, the construction during and after my Ph. D. cut up and developed the land so 
that, for many years, it just hurt too damn much.   
 
At every pore with instant fires, 
 
 I seem to have gotten over that pain.  Perhaps I’ve forgotten what it was like before, 
when there were farms to the east and the west of the site rather than a shopping center  
to the east and a McMansion housing development and golf course to the west.  Public 
walking paths now run over the farm access roads I used to drive to observe my birds. A 
lot of people walk the paths—before it was just me, one or two field assistants, the 
security guy and, periodically, some farm workers. 
 
 
2.   
 
Today I wandered down the path cut by the firefighters to gain access to the heart of the 
fire.   
 
It burned differently in different places (hotter here, not as hot there) and burned different 
materials in different ways, into different shapes).  Certain plants fell to ash, others 
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burned black but held their shape.  Glass shattered and stones turned black.  Shoes were 
eaten away, cans seared, and cactus swelled leaving desiccated balls on the ground. 
 
Near the area burned, exposed by the firefighter’s cut, I found a notebook.  It has a series 
of dates—1972, 1976—and many pages start with the words “I remember when…”   I 
found it near an old suitcase.  
 
Here is one entry… 
 
“1972 
Nogales…in case mom and dad have to go to Mexico.”  The writing is accompanied by a 
map showing the location of Nogales relative to San Diego County. 
 
And another entry, damaged and torn in some areas. 
 
escribe Sherry’s Baby 
He’s taking up space in a land fill.’ 
Her first Grandson. 
‘I Didn’t want to be a Grandmother yet’” 
 
There are two little gravestones drawn in the bottom in blue. 
 
 
3.  
 
A young female showed up in my trap again yesterday evening.  She gave a distress call 
that drew an adult female out of the brush.  This female hovered around not getting too 
close, as I took this picture.  The flash makes everything look dark.  It was not night. 
 
Thy beauty shall no more be found 
 
I took my first set of observations this morning.  There were five quail wandering about, 
along with mourning doves, a California towhee, a rufous-sided towhee and white 
crowned sparrows.   
 
into ashes all 
 
4.  
 
This is the top of a woodrat mound.  This is an entrance hole to a different mound.  Here 
is coyote scat, laced with aluminum foil.  Here is red-tail tree.  The red-tailed hawks used 
to copulate loudly in this tree. 
 
You cannot put a Fire out— 
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When I first started working with the quail,  I sat on a little hill just above a trap.   I could 
take observations when not trapping and stay close when I was trapping.  I visited this 
spot every morning and, after a week or so, I started finding coyote scat in exactly the 
same place I had sat the day before.  Day after day the coyote apparently tried, in vain I 
might add, to tell me something (I assume to warn me off…but I am not sure).  It was 
like a discussion we were having, except I did not understand the words. 
 
You are here to kneel 
 
Coyote scat was preferable, of course, to the human feces that littered another portion of 
the site.  This was when the hills were filled with migrant workers, living in the brush and 
working the local farms.  The scent of feces mingled with eucalyptus in these makeshift 
privies 
 
No longer.   
 
The migrant workers were cleared from the hills when the site was developed, 
incidentally coinciding with the crackdown on immigration at the Mexican-American 
border, and now the only folk who camp do not appear to be laborers but rather drifters.   
 
A Thing that can ignite— 
 
I was initially told the fire was started by an undocumented worker (read Mexican illegal 
alien) cooking a meal on a campfire—they found the pan.  It turns out, the pan probably 
belonged to a pair of indigent Caucasian men.  Does that change things?   Does it change 
things to know there were never any out-of-control fires when there was an enormous 
camp of undocumented workers living on site? 
 
With flame of incandescent terror 
 
5.   
 
Yesterday, I saw a man walking with a pack down near the bluffs.  He is quite possibly 
the man thought to have started the fire.  He stood out.  In the afternoon, a friend joined 
me in trapping and wandering the bluffs.  I am glad she was there.  We heard a man 
speaking from a bush.  When we emerged he became silent.  We left by another trail and 
I thought I would not return.   
 
renewed, transfigured, in another pattern 
 
But I did return, this afternoon, one last bit of exploration.  I neither saw nor heard the 
man but there was a little cluster of detritus that had not been there yesterday. 
 
Where are you, I kept asking the silence in my mind, but he did not answer. 
 
6.   
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This morning, when I walked down to check the traps, it was oddly quiet.  I realized why 
when I saw the Cooper’s hawk, perched in a tree.  The quail do not like the Cooper’s, for 
good reason.  They did not show up that morning, nor did they return in the evening.  
 
When I first started working with the quail, I learned quickly that when you think you 
know where they will be, they change pattern—especially during the covey season.  At 
that time, they are not tied to nests or young and go, in a sense, where they please.  They 
are less vocal and less spread out.  I want to radio-track them—I want some idea of where 
they are.  I feel a little obsessed—where are you I keep asking.   
 
Once I gave up trapping this morning I wandered around, bisecting the scrub, trying to 
flush them out.  It is hard to push through the brush, although coyote paths help.  I am 
heading home soon.   
 
You are that Alchimist which alwais had 
Wit, whose one spark could make good things of bad.   
 
7.   
 
Yesterday, I stumbled upon he body of male O/R B/K.  His puncture wounds indicated 
that he had been killed by a hawk.  And then, oddly enough, left behind.  
 
I was filled with indecision and that sense of being a less than adequate scientist. I left 
him and, returning 30 minutes later, found he was gone 
 
They can tell you, being dead 
 
I found the remains—no longer body, he had become feathers and guts—the things 
raptors drop while consuming their prey.  
 
And his bands.   My secret shame.  I should have cut off his legs and removed them.  But 
I could not bring myself to do that.  The mangled bands lay there in the midst of all those 
feathers.   
 
The communication  
Of the dead is tongued with fire 
 
The Cooper’s perches in this area and the quail have not returned. 
 
8.   
 
The timeless moment 
Never and always 
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I have been back in Seattle for nearly a week and still suffer the ravages of poison oak—
the allergic reaction I suffer from the oil produced by this plant—urushiol. 
 
I did not see the quail again before I left.  I assume the Cooper’s hawk kept them away.  
But, perhaps, it was me—the quail were tired of my harassing them.  On the phone, this 
morning, my mother said she saw them, so they are back now that I am gone.     
 
They do that to tease me. 
 
Actually, I know they don’t try to tease me.  I suspect I form no real part of their 
cognitive world.  I like it that way.  Surely their experience in the trap and being handled 
by me is lodged somewhere neurologically—some synaptic connections, perhaps, have 
been modified by that experience.  But…unlike the captive birds one might study, the 
quail do not have me as a constant in their world.   
 
They exist out side of me and I do not matter to them. 
 
That feels very, very nice.  
 
9.   
 
There are other places 
Which also are the world's end, some at the sea jaws, 
Or over a dark lake, in a desert or a city— 
 
My glasses are broken and everything is a blur.  On my run yesterday I saw a shape that 
looked like a quail but I assumed was a starling.   
 
Or I assumed until I stopped, and squinted, bringing his shape and color into better 
focus..   
 
He was a California quail, here in a corner of Seattle, running across a street down near 
the Montlake cut.  A male quail, and I fumbled for my phone to take a picture.  
 
As it is with all of these things, he vanished into a front yard, and I looked up to find him 
gone.   
 
Like a ghost he was.   
 
Either you had no purpose 
Or the purpose is beyond the end you figured 
And is altered in fulfillment.  
 
***** 
Quotes in italics stolen from: 
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T. S. Eliot’s Four Quartets 
Buddha’s Fire Sermon 
And Emily Dickinson’s poems 
 


