
Chandler S. Robbins
A Man for All Seasons: 

To Study Birds   



Sixty Years of Service 1945–2005 

US Fish & Wildlife Service and 

US Geological Survey, 

Patuxent Wildlife Research 

Center, Laurel, Maryland



Born July 17, 1918, 

Belmont, Mass. 

to a family that encouraged the 

study of nature—

Especially birds and plants   



Chan and brother Sam ca. 1930 
near home  in Belmont, MA   



Started banding birds—1937 

First study: 

Purple Finch movements 

results in early paper 

showing peak numbers 

along East coast   



Purple Finch Spring 1940 
Migration Summary   



June 1940—graduates 

Harvard with B.S. in 

physics   



Becomes science and math 

teacher 

in a Vermont High School   



Barred Owl 
First published photo: Mass. Audubon Bull. 1945   



December 1945:

Starts as Junior Biologist, 

Patuxent Research Refuge



One of first projects was to 
create a vegetation map of Patuxent   



First DDT study on effects on birds

Patuxent Research Refuge 1945:

Common Yellowthroat

Eastern Bluebird



Yellowthroat population crashes after spraying



Bluebird box at Patuxent ~1947



1949 Started Fall Hawk 

Migration Counts



Expanded counts around Eastern US and Canada 
(Autumn 1955 Broad-wings)



SOME OTHER OF CHAN'S 

STUDIES

IN THE EARLY YEARS



Started Mourning Dove Coo-count 1950 
Now annual survey around the US



First Common Snipe Surveys in North America: 
1950–56



Agent Johnny Lynch flies Chan to count snipe



Surveys all over US, Canada, and Mexico 
(N.W.T. 1955 North woods marsh)



US Navy calls: 
Midway Island

1956–1966 study 
of albatrosses 

to reduce hazard 
to aircraft



Aerial view of Sand Island, Midway Atoll



Laysan Albatross is most abundant species on Midway
Easy to catch and band (note band)  



Black-footed Albatrosses nesting on outer beach



Area adjacent
to runways 

paved as result 
of extensive study 

by Chan



Sand Island runways and
new paved area (arrow)



Chan’s monthly plot of albatross distribution 
when vulnerable to fishermen in North Pacific



Chan filmed with a 
Short-tailed Albatross

that stopped on Midway
in March 1966: 

Less than 100 birds existed in 
the world at this time



This is one of the first 
recorded on Midway. 

Largest albatross in North 
Pacific that nests 

only on remote islands 
between Japan & Taiwan



March 1966 on Midway   



Kure Atoll, 90 mi West of Midway 1959



Kure was uninhabited, except for the birds Summer 1959



Kure plant surveys also conducted (Tribulus) 



Bulldozed trails on Kure to aid young 
albatrosses to reach the beach for their first flights 



LORAN tower on Kure after runway built (1960)



Chan flew one trip to Kure

without benefit of any seat belt 

by riding a load of lumber 



A Great Frigatebird Chan banded on Kure was 
recovered in the Philippines: 4,000 mi away—

disproving theory birds stayed close to home island 



Chan and shark jaw—Midway 1960   



USS Safeguard takes Chan and others from Honolulu to 
Midway with numerous stops along way in 1967   



Chan on Nihoa Island 1967
(look for the many birds in foreground)



Miller Peak, Nihoa Island, 1967



Later stopped on 
Kauai 

and spent time 
in the Alakai

Swamp:
wettest place on 

earth



Captured Ou (above) and Amakihi
on visit to the Alakai Swamp 

(Ou is now extinct)

Captured Ou (above) and Amakihi
on visit to the Alakai Swamp 

(Ou is now extinct)



Meanwhile back at 
Patuxent: 

Forest had no deer 
and abundant 

understory in 1950s



In 1950s initiated study of 

territorial behavior 

of several species of birds 

using marked individuals at 

Patuxent   



Hooded Warblers no longer occur in this 
study plot as a result of abundant deer   



First book by Chan—1958



Operation Recovery (O.R.)—
Revolutionized nongame bird banding and studies 
Tens of millions of birds banded over the decades 

(Ocean City, MD Banding Station, 1962)  



Operation Recovery’s (O.R.) first paper



Catbirds banded 
at O.R. coastal 

NJ site 
Direct (   ): same 

fall recovery



Chan’s unique collection of tail feathers of birds 
All ages and sexes represented 

(Male Dendroica warblers) 



Chan 
summarizes 
Operation 
Recovery

fall migration 
data in NABB  



Reviews Fall migration in NABB 



Chan ran a fall banding station at his home 
in west Laurel daily from mid-August to November  



Catbird & Swainson's Thrush 
bandings/year in Laurel



SPECIES NO LONGER BREEDING IN CHAN’S YARD
after forest fragmented in 1950s/60s

(contiguous woodland of 13,000 ac went to 100 ac)

Broad-winged Hawk American Redstart
Whip-poor-will Worm-eating Warbler
Acadian Flycatcher Ovenbird
Blue-gray Gnatcatcher Louisiana Waterthrush
Yellow-throated Vireo Kentucky Warbler
Black-&-white Warbler Hooded Warbler



1964–1965 started 'Beta testing' 

Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) 

Launched 1966 in East and 

extended to West 1968   



BBS is now recognized as 

a major monitoring tool 

for nongame birds 

throughout North America   



BBS trends for Loggerhead Shrike



15-Year 

summary 

of BBS 

results



Publishes 
Birds of North America

(BNA) guide 
1966



BNA Innovations—

All North American birds 

Text opposite illustrations 

Sonograms 

Range maps



Townsends & Black-throated Green warblers pages   



1983 2nd Ed.



Guide des Oiseaux
1980 French 
translation 

(Never translated into 
Spanish)



Editor Maryland Birdlife since 1948



A Partial Sample of Research Projects



1970s comparison of random routes compared 
to Christmas Bird Count data for same winter  

(No differences detected)



Winter Bird Survey vs. Christmas Counts: 
5 year trends



Winter Bird Survey: abundance maps



In late 1970s Chan and colleagues pioneered the study of 
forest fragmentation and effect on bird populations   



Results of this 
monograph were 

later used to 
implement 

protections for 
Chesapeake Bay 

watershed and still 
later for all of 

Maryland   



Designed and tested Breeding Bird Atlas
protocol in Maryland (1970s)



1990s tropical research: Chan teaching 
Bird Banding 101 to Guatemalan students



1990s tropical research: Chan teaching 
Ornithology 101 to Guatemalan students



A Return to Midway—2002 

Chan in action banding 

albatrosses   



Midway Feb. 2002   



Laysan Albatross Chan first banded in 1958 as breeding 
adult, recaptured by him in 2002 at minimum age 51 years: 

oldest Laysan Albatross on record   



Chan Robbins—

The rest of the man   



1948 Chan and Eleanor wed



Chan always helping raise money for conservation 
(1980 Laurel Leader article)



Eleanor publishes her own bird column for over 45 years  
“Patuxent Bird Club” notes in Laurel Leader



Partial list of memberships:

Am Ornithol Union (1944)



A Partial List of Awards and Honors
Superior Performance Award, USFWS, 1963

Meritorious Service Award, USFWS, 1979 

Listed in American Men & Women of Science

Listed in Who's Who in the East 

Listed in Who's Who in America 

Listed in Who's Who in the World 

Arthur A. Allen Medal, Cornell Lab. of Ornithology, 
1979



Paul Bartsch Award, Audubon Naturalist Society, 
1979  

Ludlow Griscom Award, American Birding Assn., 
1984 

Eugene Eisenmann Medal, Linnaean Soc. of New 
York, 1987 

Distinguished Service Award, USDI, 1987 

Best Monograph Award, The Wildlife Society, 1990 

Chuck Yeager Award, Nat'l Fish and Wildlife Found., 
1990

Conservation Award, Audubon Soc. of C. Md., 1994



Conservation Achievement Award, Nat'l Wildlife Fed., 
1995 

Hon. D.Sc., U. Maryland, 1995 

Conservationist of the Year, S. Md. Audubon Soc., 
1996 

Dedication of Chandler Robbins Biol. Sta., Cerro San 
Gil, Guatemala, 1996

Amer. Ornithologists' Union:  Coues Award, 1997 

Patuxent Scientific Achievement Award, 1997

British Birds, Hon. Subscriber, 1998 (only one in N. 
America) 



Olivia Irvine Dodge Conservation Award, 1998

Nat'l Audubon Soc. 100 Champions of Conservation 
of the 20th Century, 1998 

Edward T. LaRoe III Award, Soc. for Conserv. 
Biology, 1999 

International Biographical Centre's 2000 Outstanding 
Scientists of the 20th Century (Cambridge, 
England, 1999) 

N. Amer. Breeding Bird Survey, 30 year Achievement 
Award USGS, 2000 

Audubon Medal, Nat'l Audubon Soc., 2000



Earle R. Greene Mem. Award, Georgia Ornithol. Soc., 
2000 

Amer. Birding Assoc. establishes: The ABA Chandler 
Robbins Education/Conservation Award, 2000 

Maryland Audubon Soc. Conservation Award, 2000 

60 Years of Service award, DOI, USGS, 2005 



Chan—retiring??
No way!

Plans for the coming years:

Christmas counts, censuses, 
winter counts, breeding bird 
atlases, bird banding, 
breeding bird surveys, 
writing, writing…..



THANKS, CHAN!
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