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I t's the thick of the city's rush to
work when Annette Prince's r ed
cell phone c hir ps in her v est
pocket. 

A t bar ely 8:10 a.m., this is
Prince's fifth call since da ybreak.
She answers as she always does
when the red phone rings: ªChi-
cago Bird Collision Monitors.º But
this time she bar ely says a word,

just nods and folds the phone. 
She's sprinting no w, north on

Franklin, east on Madison, bir der's
net bobbing o ver her right shoul-
der. She's not waiting for the ªDon't
Walkº sign to c hange. She's oblivi-
ous of the taxi peeling round the
corner , headed straight to war d her
and her khaki-colored duds tha t,
frankly , seem more suited to the
woods than the Loop on a w orkday
mor ning. 

Up two granite sla bs, across a
sleek contemporary plaza, ar ound
a bend and ther e, in the shadows of
the ªLº tracks , Prince pauses ,
breathless.

No big ger than a windb lown oak
leaf, a golden-cr owned kinglet

cowers on the sidewalk. It has hit
the glass of the see-through lob by,
trying to land, most lik ely, in the
luscious bamboo g rov e just on the
other side of that in visible , impene-
trab le wall. 

Prince drops to her knees on the
city sidewalk, net raised, r eady for
the catch.

Her humble g enuf lection, tha t
ancient pose of v enera tion at the
foot of something sacred, is so out
of place amid the mad-dash r ush
that, up and down the side walk,
work ers stop and turn and star e. 

It's as if a moment's grace has
floated down into the big, bad city .

The kinglet's eyes are closed. His
chir ping comes w eakly, if persist-
ently . 

Prince w orks calml y, clear-
headedly, as if she has done this
10,000 times, whic h in fact she has .

She drapes the net's fine mesh
over the bir d and with her other
hand cups the fea ther ed mound
and holds him still. Then she r each-
es into her Whole Foods shopping
bag, pulls out a br own paper lunc h
sack, lines it with a tissue and
smoothl y slides in the kinglet.

A ll that's left, for no w, is to f old
down the bag, clip it and fill out the
label . The plain br own bag serv es
as sidewalk tria ge chamber; often,
i t's all it takes to soothe a frazzled
bir d. 

ªYou'r e dealing with life-or -death
issues her e,º says Prince, 51, a
speech patholo gist by day who f or
the last four years has been direc-
tor of the all-volunteer Chica go
Bir d Collision Monitors , an on-the-
spot rescue squad of the Chica go
Audubon Society. 

Befor e Prince's w ork is done f or
the day, that dazed kinglet will ha ve
steadied himself, hitched a car ride
out to W illowbr ook Wildlife Center
in Glen Ell yn and, far from the
lethal urban grid, taken off amid
the tr ees. Course adjusted, he'll f ly
his merry wa y, rejoining the
autumnal mig ra tion that each f all
brings some 8 million birds f lap-
ping through the Big Bright City b y
the Lak e. 

For migrating bir ds Ð some not
much heavier than a leaf, some the
size of a small c hick en Ð Chica go
is a sky-scra ping, crazy-making
obstacle of light and glass and
building b lock thr own in the pa th
of their f lyway , that airspace tha t
stretc hes from the nor ther n bor eal
forests of Canada down to the pris-
tine rain f orests of Peru . 

Indeed, thousands of songbirds
die each mig ra tion as they try to
naviga te the city's night sk y, mis-
taking kilo watts for stars. It's par-
ticularl y deadly on o ver cast nights
when low-slung clouds occ lude
celestial stars and push the birds to
lower altitudes .

And at the dawn it only seems to
get worse, with lobbies lit up lik e
overz ealous Christmas tree lots ,
and tired, thirsty, hungry f locks
banging into glass that they can't
see, let alone comprehend. All they
seem to know is there's a tree in
there , or a pool or wa terfall or
spewing fountain. And for the life
of them Ð and too often that is the
toll Ð they can't get through the
glass. 

But here's the hopeful glimmer :
As much as any sk y-scra ping me-
tropolis is inher entl y inhospita ble
to high-f lying wild things, Chica go
is doing as much as, if not mor e
than, any other American city to
make way for the night-f lying song-
bir ds' twice-y earl y swing thr ough
town.

Bir ds ha ve been making their
way along this r oute, follo wing the
water's edge from Lake Superior to
Lake Mic hig an to the ri vers tha t
flow into the Mississippi Ri ver,
down w hat's called the Mississippi
Flyway , since the dawn of time. 

Annett e Pric e t akes care of the
injur ed and the dead in her r ounds
as a Chic ago Bird Collision Monit or,
including a f ox sparrow , clock wise
fr om far le ft , American w oodcocks
and a r ed-t ailed hawk. MICHAEL

TERCHA/TRIBUNE NEW SPAPER S PHO TOS

Flocks of volunteers make
sure migrating birds safely

navigate our city 
By Bar bar a Mahany
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