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A PIONEER'S LIFE
Review of:
Alexander F. Skutch 1971. A Naturalist in Costa Rica. Gainesville: Univ.
Florida Press 378 pp.
[Eleventh in a series on "naturalist-in" books.]
Alexander F. Skutch (1904-2004) was an american botanist and ornithologist who
spent the greater part of his life in Costa Rica. In 1941 he bought a large farm,
almost half of which was forested, in the El General Valley on the pacific side of
the country. This remained his home for the rest of his long and fruitful life. He
farmed part of the property and kept the rest as a nature reserve. His wife,
Pamela Lankester, shared his interests, and the two seemed perfectly content to
live as semi-recluses in their naturalist's paradise. They earned money by
collecting plants for museums, and the farm provided their food.
Some naturalists are so hard-core that almost nothing can turn them away
from an almost reflexive attention to nature. Skutch was certainly of that stamp.
On a two-day expedition he suffered a very serious accident when his horse
slipped and fell. It disabled his left arm, and he immediately headed for home,
so that he could better recover from his injuries. Even in extreme pain and
anguish, though, he could not stop taking new observations of birds he saw along
the way.
The author is best known for his studies of the life histories and breeding
habits of a great variety of neotropical birds, published in a many journal articles
and in books with titles such as The Life of the Hummingbird, New Studies of
Tropical American Birds and Life of the Tanager. There is a large measure of
luck in making observations of birds at the nest. After all, birds are not
interested in having their nests observed and most go to great lengths to conceal
their location from potential predators. The chance that a short-term visitor will
come upon even one active nest of a species whose breeding habits have not
been studied is vanishingly small. By living year-round in a bird-rich area, freeing
himself from the need to hold down a regular job, and keeping a sharp lookout,
Skutch was able to record much that no other naturalist had seen.
As a mark of the esteem in which Skutch is held among biologists, a genus of
birds and a genus of small trees are eached named for him, Skutchia. (Although
the rules of nomenclature provide that no two genera of animals or of plants can
have the same name, there is no obstacle to giving a genus of animals and a
genus of plants exactly the same name.)
A Naturalist in Costa Rica, then, is Skutch's account of his many years at his
farm and elsewhere in the country. It opens in 1935 when Skutch arrived in Costa
Rica to visit El General and quickly decided that this was the place for him. He
had entered on a tourist visa but wanted to stay longer, so he went to the
provincial governor and explained his intentions. The governor wrote in Skutch's
passport that he was permitted to stay until he had completed the studies for
which he had come. That seems very funny today.

To a naturalist, Costa Rica is a very varied place. It is rugged, with peaks up
to about 4000 m, and has large differences in rainfall. Furthermore, it is a zone
of mixing between the biotas of South and North America. Much of the country
was natural habitat at that time, and it had a history of relative social peace and
stability. El General is relatively isolated by high mountains. In the early period
of Skutch's residency, there were no real roads and no motor vehicles.
This series of reviews treats only books that are substantial enough to merit
our attention. A Naturalist in Costa Rica is possibly the most substantial
naturalist-in book I know. It is not just long but rich in detail, including an
annotated list of the 334 species of birds known from El General -- most of which
appeared on the farm from time to time, including 174 that he found nesting
there -- and a serious (though incomplete) index.
There are chapters on his early years in Costa Rica and how he came to
acquire and develop Los Cusingos. Perhaps the most attractive chapter, on trails
in the rain forest, takes us on a stroll with attention to various organisms,
especially trees and birds. The chapter on social insects opens with the remark
that, while butterflies and beetles furnish the most beautiful of tropical insects,
most of the drama comes from the social insects, which merit the attention of all
tropical naturalists. And he has some observations on the mass directional flights
of the moth Urania fulgens in Central America.
And there are of course chapters on bird life. Only two of these are
devoted to particular birds, the laughing falcon Herpetotheres cachinans and
the resplendant quetzal Pharomachrus mocinno. Skutch was very much
interested in general questions, such as whether migrants tend to be more
contentiously competitive than year-round residents at feeding stations, and
the roles of the female and the male with respect to foraging in bonded pairs.
Among the birds that bred on the farm are several that are familiar here, such
as the rufous-tailed jacamar Galbula ruficauda, ruddy ground dove Columbina
talpicota, black vulture Coragyps atratus, violaceous trogon Trogon violaceus
and bananaquit Coereba flaveola.
There is much attention to migrant birds, and Skutch makes the key point
that one who observes these species only in their summer range (usually in North
America) is missing half of their life. In other words, many of the birds that seem
familiar to north-american ornithologists are, in fact, only half known. It was
earlier generally believed that migrants do not sing at their winter grounds, and
it is mainly through Skutch's observations that we now know that some do, often
a great deal.
As expected, the book gives special attention to helpers at the nest. Early in
his time in El General, Skutch noticed that fledged house wrens (Troglodytes
musculus) from a calabash nest-box that he had set up beside the house remained
for a time to help their parents rear the next brood, instead of flying off to nest
on their own. He observed several other pairs in successive years and found that
helpers at the nest are quite common. Skutch description of this phenomenon in
this and later in other species led to the recognition that it is actually quite
widespread in birds. At present it is known from more than 150 species (Skutch
1987).

After 20 years in El General, there were still some local birds whose nesting
habits he been able to study only in fragments or not at all. Skutch figured that
he had reached a point of diminishing returns at which it made more sense to
spend the breeding season in other parts of the neotropics, where he was much
more assured to observations of novel species. Accordingly, he developed the
habit of choosing a particular area for each breeding season, with a focus on a
selected species. The book includes a chapter on a season spent at La Selva in
the atlantic lowlands, a location of extraordinary biodiversity, from which 331
species of birds are now known. I should note that Skutch's description of the
area has since been superceded by a substantial multi-author book (McDade et al.
1994).
The last chapter treats the changes seen in El General in the decades since
Skutch first arrived. These are mostly changes for the worse, from the
naturalist's point of view, as the population grew and the habitat was degraded.
Stated another way, as the economy improved the environment was
impoverished. Even as much was lost, however, Skutch was proud to have been
able to save much. It is not said openly, but one senses his disappointment that
he had little success in persuading his peasant neighbours to change their ways,
and he was even fearful of the long-term fate of Costa Rica's famed system of
national parks. Skutch regarded the search for ways to stop worldwide
population growth as the foremost task facing humanity in our time. And, for
him, the meaning of life in our time was the struggle to find our proper
relationship to other species and our shared environment.
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