
 
 

Chapter 2 
The Birds and Bugs of My Youth 

 
“If all mankind were to disappear, the world would regenerate back to the rich state of 

equilibrium that existed ten thousand years ago. If insects were to vanish, the 
environment would collapse into chaos.” 

 

—E.O. Wilson 
 

Growing up in Mississippi in the forties and fifties, some of my earliest memories were 
about birds and bugs. As for the birds, my most vivid memory was when I, at the age of 
eleven, casually took the innocent life of a beautiful woodpecker for no reason other 
than target practice. The innocent bird was pecking away loudly about thirty feet up in 
a tree as I, armed with an air-powered pellet rifle, took aim and brought him swiftly to 
the ground with one shot. As I watched that poor bird lifelessly bleeding on the ground, 
I became overcome with guilt and sadness. It was the first and the last time I ever killed 
a sentient being. 
 

 
 



At the time, I knew nothing about the importance of all of the millions of species that 
comprise our magnificent biosphere. All I knew was that the beautiful creature that I 
had just killed was a part of nature and was doing nothing wrong. He was just doing 
what he was supposed to be doing—as part of the Earth’s extremely diverse biosphere. 
  
I felt horrible about that incident for a long time and still remember it vividly—
occurring in a neighbor’s yard near our white stucco house on a country road on the 
outskirts of Greenville, Mississippi. My positive takeaway from that event was that, at 
the tender age of eleven, I gained a deep appreciation and respect for all of nature’s 
creatures. 
 
It was over fifty years later when I began to learn a great deal more about the 
importance of the insects and birds of my youth—as I began to grasp how our highly 
destructive industrial civilization is wreaking havoc on every single part of nature. Just 
within the last five years, I learned that the overall extinction rate of all creatures is now 
running 1,000 times faster than the historical rate—with some 200 species going extinct 
every day. We are now in the midst of the sixth mass extinction, and we have caused 
it—according to a report by the United Nations as published in The Guardian in 2010: 
  

“According to the UN Environment Programme, the Earth is in the midst of a 
mass extinction of life. Scientists estimate that 150-200 species of plant, insect, 
bird and mammal become extinct every 24 hours. This is nearly 1,000 times the 
“natural” or “background” rate and, say many biologists, is greater than 
anything the world has experienced since the vanishing of the dinosaurs nearly 
65 million years ago.” 

 
Another memory from my youth confirms that Mother Nature provided me with a 
personal example of the species extinction issue that the UN scientists reported in 2010. 
She is constantly telling us that things are changing rapidly and that the culprit driving 
that change is almost certainly the reckless, wasteful and grossly unsustainable lifestyle 
that has been adopted by human beings in the developed world over the past two 
hundred years.  
 
That second memory involves lots of bugs on the windshield that would accumulate 
when we took long road trips at night in the early 1950’s. Back in the days, before most 
automobiles had air conditioners, our family of five would frequently take our routine 
summer trips to Florida in the middle of the night—when the temperature was much 
cooler.  
 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=3&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj1ndSVtpfoAhUtmuAKHVluAZYQFjACegQIAhAB&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pbs.org%2Fnewshour%2Fscience%2Fanimal-extinctions&usg=AOvVaw0vmawYeBsodK6U2ryIkHvu
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=3&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj1ndSVtpfoAhUtmuAKHVluAZYQFjACegQIAhAB&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pbs.org%2Fnewshour%2Fscience%2Fanimal-extinctions&usg=AOvVaw0vmawYeBsodK6U2ryIkHvu
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/un-environment-programme-_n_684562?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAFbHXKueGbQ-Y0r4-imagCUGxo8R0zEvLI4xj9d2WgKeLE_i4nMlJJxqLb3io2SE-I0WbxggvM4UjIAGLkpvAE1EVL1bGM-zX-O3x2kATOtSNWmI6tbaw0xT034VfHdIF1K_c8fRhf1iNIAvBs39msq3PCzL3eTdz9KBf4cJzADV


 
 
One of the most memorable aspects of those trips was the vast number of dead bugs 
that accumulated on the windshield between routine stops for gasoline, food and 
restroom visits. In contrast to those dead bugs on those Mississippi highways back in 
the early fifties, I have seen very few dead bugs on the windshield in recent years—no 
matter in which part of the country I might be traveling. The question is, what has 
happened to all of those bugs of my youth? 
  
Apparently, many people and scientists around the world have been asking the same 
question. In a 2017 article published in the Telegraph in the UK entitled: “The 
windscreen phenomenon—why your car is no longer covered in dead insects,” it 
reported: 
 

“Wildlife experts have been warning about the alarming decline in insects for 
decades. But the fall in numbers of bugs in Britain has now reached such a 
troubling extent that even motorists are noticing that their windscreens are clear 
of squashed flies, gnats, moths and wasps. Where a trip in high summer would 
once have necessitated taking a squeegee to the front window, now the glass is 
largely clear, drivers are reporting.” 

 
The above information is regarded as anecdotal data as compared to scientifically 
collected information—the same kind of anecdotal data that I collected as a six-year-old 
in the delta region of Mississippi in 1952. But where the anecdotal data leaves off, the 
science steps in with reports like this one—a 2019 headline providing some terrifying 
clues as to what is happening to the world’s insects: 
  

Staggering Worldwide Decline of Insects 
A Warning of Ecosystem Collapse 

 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/science/2017/08/26/windscreen-phenomenon-car-no-longer-covered-dead-insects/
https://www.popularmechanics.com/science/environment/a26323324/insect-population-ecosystem-collapse/


The article went on to say that “insect biomass is falling by 2.5 percent a year, eight 
times faster than the rate of decline for mammals, birds, or reptiles.” Based on a 
comprehensive review of 73 historical reports of insect declines across the globe, they 
reached this conclusion: “Our work reveals dramatic rates of decline that may lead to 
the extinction of 40% of the world's insect species over the next few decades.” The 
article continued: 
 
“The reasons for such a staggering rate of extinction will come as a surprise to no one. 
Loss of habitat (due to intensive agriculture, deforestation, and urbanization) takes the 
number one spot, with pollution from synthetic pesticides and fertilizers a close second.  
 
The new classes of insecticides introduced in the past 20 years (e.g., neonicotinoids and 
fipronil) have been especially damaging because they are used routinely and sterilize 
the soil, killing everything in it. The study also cites biological factors such as 
introduced species and disease-causing microorganisms. Climate change, which is 
naturally affected by all of the above, is also a cause.” 

 

 
 
As for the 2.5 percent/year loss of insect biomass since 1990, that equates to a 
cumulative 75 percent loss in just the last thirty years—an alarming statistic that 
explains why there are so few bugs on our windshield these days. The article continues: 
“While these practices have always been environmentally unfriendly, they have 
generally been pursued under the notion that nature is fundamentally and infinitely 
resilient.” Climate activist Bill McKibben puts it this way: 
  

“In the past, we spoiled and polluted parts of nature and inflicted environmental 
damage. But that was like stabbing a man with toothpicks: though it hurt, 
annoyed, and degraded, it did not touch vital organs, block the path of lymph or 
blood. We never thought that we had wrecked nature. Deep down, we never really 
thought we could.” 

 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0006320718313636


I consider these alarming statistics to be just a handful of millions of urgent alarms from 
our planet—a clarion call for us to bring all of our knowledge and intelligence to bear 
on solving this rapidly accelerating mass extinction problem before it’s too late. The 
really sad part is that we don’t even know the actual functions of many of the species 
that are rapidly going extinct—but we do know that they did indeed have a function—
and we will almost certainly not be able to even come close to replacing those countless 
functions with man-made inventions. 
  
What does all of this mean? Lead author of the new study, Francisco Sánchez-Bayo, an 
honorary associate at the School of Life and Environmental Sciences at the University of 
Sydney, bluntly translates the findings in an interview with The Guardian: “In 10 years, 
you will have a quarter less, in 50 years only half left, and in 100 years, you will have 
none.” How important are all those insects that are going extinct? From the 2019 article: 
 

“Insects represent 70 percent of all animal species on the planet. They pollinate 75 
percent of all the crops in the world, which of course become the food that fills up 
our grocery store shelves and our bodies and our children’s bodies. Insects 
comprise the base of many food chains and webs, without which countless other 
species can’t survive: birds, bats, fish, reptiles, and mammals of every size and 
description.” 

 
Back to the birds and another anecdote from my youth. At that same property in 
Mississippi, we always had lots of animals, including several hundred laying hens that 
were mostly tended by my grandfather, who lived with us at the time. Every evening, 
after he gathered the eggs, it was my older sister and I who would clean those eggs after 
dinner and carefully put them into one-dozen, cardboard cartons that our father would 
sell. 
  
Several times per winter, particularly after a rare snowstorm, large flocks of blackbirds 
would invade our chicken barn in order to stay warm while helping themselves to the 
feed that was there for our chickens. At times like these, my grandfather, Will Hicks, 
would declare war on those invaders, the penalty of which was death.  
 
He would have me stand at one end of the barn and start yelling; then as those birds 
took flight to the rafters, he would hurl a 2 by 4 piece of lumber aimed at the middle of 
the flock and—with each throw—he would kill four or five birds. It was my job, as a 6-
year-old, to pick up the dead birds and put them in a bucket. We would repeat the 
process until all but one or two of those invading birds were dead.  
 
There we were—killing hundreds of innocent wild birds of nature—in order to protect 
the domesticated birds that we humans had bred specifically to provide lots of eggs for 
human consumption. Little did we know at the time, but those trillions of chicken eggs 
that we ate—and many people still eat throughout the world—along with a host of 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/feb/10/plummeting-insect-numbers-threaten-collapse-of-nature


other animal-based foods—were wreaking havoc with our own health as Mother 
Nature was beginning to take her revenge.  
 
So much for my own personal history with birds and my own family’s role in 
mistreating them—what is going on with the wild birds of today? From the Science 
section of the New York Times, September 2019, an article entitled: Birds Are Vanishing 
from North America. A few excerpts: 
 

“The number of birds in the United States and Canada has fallen by 29 percent 
since 1970, scientists reported on Thursday. There are 2.9 billion fewer birds 
taking wing now than there were 50 years ago. The analysis, published in the 
journal Science, is the most exhaustive and ambitious attempt yet to learn what is 
happening to avian populations. The results have shocked researchers and 
conservation organizations. 

 
In a statement on Thursday, David Yarnold, president and chief executive of the 
National Audubon Society, called the findings “a full-blown crisis.” Experts have 
long known that some bird species have become vulnerable to extinction. But the 
new study, based on a broad survey of more than 500 species, reveals steep 
losses even among such traditionally abundant birds as robins and sparrows.” 

 
What does all of this mean? As with the insects, it means that our way of life is rapidly 
destroying the biosphere that gave us birth—and that biosphere is in serious danger of 
collapsing. As for the cause, the article states that “there are many, the most important 
of which include habitat loss and wider use of pesticides.” 
 
As for this loss of birds in the wild, the author states that “common bird species are vital 
to ecosystems, controlling pests, pollinating flowers, spreading seeds and regenerating 
forests. When these birds disappear, their former habitats often are not the same.” 
 
As for the reckless use of pesticides, I have one more personal anecdote. We had a 
neighbor who lived about a quarter-mile from our little farm in Mississippi. He owned 
a few small airplanes and derived a portion of his income from a crop-dusting business 
that involved the aerial applications of chemicals for protecting a farmer’s crops. There 
was one other kind of spraying that is relevant to this chapter—the spraying of 
neighborhoods with DDT to protect the residents from mosquitos and other pests.  
 
After finishing his crop-dusting for the day, just before landing his plane on a grassy 
airfield about fifty yards behind our barn, our pilot friend would buzz our entire 
neighborhood just before dark and dispense thick clouds of DDT (Originally developed 
as an insecticide, it became infamous for its environmental impacts.) God only knows 
what harm it inflicted on the environment and on our own health—but at the time, we 
thought we were very lucky to get that free service.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/19/science/bird-populations-america-canada.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/19/science/bird-populations-america-canada.html
https://science.sciencemag.org/lookup/doi/10.1126/science.aaw1313
https://science.sciencemag.org/lookup/doi/10.1126/science.aaw1313
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/DDT
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Insecticide


 
One more quick bird story—this chapter ends on a joyful note regarding our crop-
dusting neighbor. One Sunday afternoon in 1956, he provided this eleven-year-old boy 
with his very first airplane ride—a priceless thrill for me of flying like a bird. 

 
“There is nothing in which the birds differ more from man than the way in which 

 they can build and yet leave a landscape as it was before.” 
 

—Robert Wilson Lynd, The Blue Lion 
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