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a delicate dialect
by andy anderson

Time spent outdoors, for some, brings a sense 
of  calm. The tune of  nature tends to grant us 
peace along with the fresh air.  The sounds of  
wind in the trees and the buzz of  the insect’s 
song comfort us. I, too, enjoy being 
surrounded by the wild.  It tends to rejuvenate 
my inner being.  It also has the ability to spark 
my curiosity, and lead me to exploring and 
searching for signs of  life and activity.  I have 
learned that I do not need to be fully 
immersed in the wilderness to marvel at the 
complexity and reverence of  nature.  
Recognizing plants and trees and identifying 
tracks of  various birds and animals is a 
constant challenge, and keeps me alert and 
engaged in my explorations, no matter where 
I am.  I have also found that my curiosity 
often brought the challenge of, not just 
discovering the signs of  animal activity, but a 
direct observation of  the animal itself.  I 
wanted to see the wildlife undisturbed in its 
natural habitat, and not in its immediate 
escape from fear of  my presence.  I wanted to 
watch the birds feed and build nests.  I 
wanted to observe the deer bedding in the 
tall grass, and the fox digging holes in the 
ground and grooming its fur.  This, all, proved 
to be more challenging than first thought.

I came to a big break through when I learned 
of  the great communicators of  the wilderness.  
These communicators are the eyes, ears, and 
voices of  the wild, and they are everywhere.  
They are the birds.

The variety of  birds that peck at the ground 
and fly amongst the trees each have a distinct 
voice and play a major role in the exchange of  
information to each other and the rest of  the 
animals.  They have mate calls, territorial 
alarms, a song for morning as well as a song 
for night.  This dialect is deep.  They even 
have different alarm calls for different 
predators.  An alarm for a cat may be 
different than that same birds alarm for an 
approaching hawk overhead.

Learning these calls and alarms is a great way 
to discern what may be happening in your 
surroundings without even seeing the activity.  
The birds use their calls to communicate to 
each other the liveliness and happenings of  
their territories, and once you learn their 
language, you can also pick up on this 
valuable information.

This dialect can help tune you in to a possible 
nearby animal that you could then prepare to 
stalk and locate before a visual contact is even 
made.  And, just as these alarms are helpful, 
they can just as effectively work against you.  
Birds are just as likely to alert the area that 
you are a possible threat, as they are any other 
animal, and thus, making it that much more 
difficult to go unnoticed.  This brings the 

importance of  practicing to move within the 
bird’s territory without causing their alarm.  
This ability can create endless opportunities 
of  wildlife interaction.

Recognizing and understanding the voices of  
nature proves its value, but visual contact with 
a bird or animal can also create another 
connection of  comprehension.  This 
cognizance comes in the form of  recognizing 
body language.  This is a great way to 
determine the state of  mind of  wildlife.  
Particular behavior in a bird or animal can 
exhibit their frame of  mind. For example, a 
relaxed animal (baseline), may be observed 
feeding, grooming, relieving itself, or even 
sleeping, while an agitated animal (alarm), 
could show tense posture, make sudden 
movements, vocalize their nervousness, or 
even flee the area in a full sprint.  Each 
animal or bird species will have a distinctive 
and unique behavior pattern.

Just as we learn to read these habits, the 
wildlife look to our body language to 
decipher our intent.  A wide eyed human 
slowly moving in a low crouch may cause an 
alarm to an animal who recognizes a stalking 
hunter.  A young child running happily 
through the yard may cause all the birds on a 
feeder to disperse in alarm.  There are, 
though, fairly simple methods of  self-compo-
sure that demonstrate no intention of  harm 
or disturbance, and are not much different 
than interaction we have with fellow humans.  
For example, lowering your eye contact is a 
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prevalent way to show submission and 
conveys that the opposing subject has a sense 
of  control.  Also, a relaxed posture of  
lowering your shoulders and head as well as 
hanging your arms can communicate that 
you will not be making sudden movements or 
proposing an attack.  Slow mobility and acts 
of  “minding your own business” can create 
an understanding of  the idea of  coexisting.  
This may include acts of  picking at the grass 
or foliage as if  feeding, or even just moving 
twigs and rocks around to look busy.  All of  
these methods can help voice your intent to 
animals and birds, who if  you meet often 
enough, may come to know your habits and 
build a comfort zone that includes you in 
their territory.

As I continue to learn and practice this 
delicate dialect, I not only further my 
knowledge of  the wild, but I also extend my 
ability to see and feel deeper into my own 
soul.  The connections and conversations I 
have had with the animals are some of  the 
most intriguing and life changing moments I 
have experienced.  That is what keeps me 
motivated to continue spending time and 
energy on just being outdoors.  Moving in 
and with nature and listening to what it has to 
say, as I too, share my heart and intent with it.  
Let us all be encouraged to practice this 
language and build our relationship with 
mother earth.

Andy has been following the lessons and 
mentoring of  Matt Shull for 3 years and considers 
White Pine Wilderness Academy his main source 
of  curriculum for primitive skills and community.

I have learned that I do not need to be fully immersed in the wilderness to marvel at the complexity and reverence of nature.
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