Ruth McKenney
A Loud Sneer for our Feathered Friends

As a humorist and reporter in the 1920’s and the 1930’s, Ruth McKenney was not widely
known in America. He book My Sister Eileen first appeared in 1938. Years later, Leonard
Bernstein and others made a brilliant Broadway musical from it, called Wonderful Town. The
film was equally successful. Not all of the chapters of the McKenney autobiography were
utilized on stage, however. Ruth and Eileen also went to camp. They hated it. No pirogues on
the bayou, no silver horns, no speculation on the stars for them. In the reminiscence that
follows, we see the other side of “living with nature.” The girls hated counselors, Indian lore,
organized recreation, and particularly, birds. Ruth McKenney is not one to conceal her
loathing. In fact, this essay is a splendid mixture of satire and humor with a description of an
old-fashioned girls’ camp. The language is colloquial, the attitudes flippant.

From childhood, my sister and I have had a well-grounded dislike for our friends the birds.
We came to hate them when she was ten and [ was eleven. We had been exiled by what we
considered an unfeeling family to one of those loathsome girls’ camps where Indian lore is
rife and the management puts up neatly lettered signs reminding the clients to be Good
Sports. From the moment Eileen and I arrived at dismal old Camp Hi-Wah, we were Bad
Sports and we liked it.

We refused to get out of bed when the bugle blew in the morning, we fought against
scrubbing our teeth in public to music, we sneered when the flag was ceremoniously
lowered at sunset, we avoided doing a good deed a day, we complained loudly about the
food, which was terrible, and we bought some chalk once and wrote all over the Recreation
Cabin. “We hate Camp Hi-Wah.” It made a wonderful scandal, although unfortunately we
were immediately accused of the crime. All the other little campers loved dear old Camp Hi-
Wah, which shows you the kind of people they were.

The first two weeks Eileen and [ were at Camp Hi-Wah, we sat in out cabin grinding
our teeth at our counselor and writing letters to distant relatives. These letters were, if [ say
so myself, real masterpieces of double-dealing and heartless chicanery. In our childish, and
we hoped, appealing scrawl, we explained to Great-Aunt Mary Farrel and Second Cousin Joe
Murphy that we were having such fun at dear Camp Hi-Wah making Indian pocketbooks.

“We would simply L-O-V-E to make you a pocketbook, Dear Aunt Mary,” we wrote,
“only the leather costs $1 for a small pocketbook or $1.67 for a large size pocketbook, which
is much nicer because you can carry more things in it, and the rawhide you sew it up with,
just exactly the way the Indians did, costs 40 cents more. If 0-N-L-Y we had $1 or $1.67 and
40 cents for the rawhide, we could make you the S-W-E-L-L-E-S-T pocketbook.”

As soon as we had enough orders for Indian pocketbooks with pictures burnt on
them, we planned to abscond with the funds sent by our trusting relatives and run away to
New York City, where, as we used to explain dramatically to our cabin-mates, we intended
to live a life of sin. After a few days, our exciting plans for our immediate future were bruited
all over the camp, and admirers from as far away as Cabin Minnehaha, which was way down
at the end of Hiawatha Alley, just to hear us tell about New York and sin.

Fame had its price, however. One of he sweet little girls who lived in our cabin turned
out to be such a Good Citizen (“Camp Hi-Wah Girls Learn to be Good Citizens”) that she told
our dreadful secret to our counselor. Our mail was impounded for weeks, and worst of all,
we actually had to make several Indian pocketbooks with pictures burnt on them. My
pictures were all supposed to be snakes, although they were pretty blurred. Eileen
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specialized in what she believed to be the likeness of a werewolf, but Cousin Joe, who had
generously ordered three pocketbooks, wrote a nice letter thanking Eileen for his pretty
pocketbooks and the pretty pictures of Abraham Lincoln on them. We were terribly
disgusted by the whole thing.

[t was in this mood that we turned to birds. The handicraft hour at Camp Hi-Wah,
heralded by the ten-thirty A.M. bugle, competed for popularity with the bird walks at the
same hour. You could, as Eileen had already somewhat precociously learned how to say,
name your own poison. After three weeks of burning pictures on leather, we were ready for
anything, even our feathered friends.

So one hot morning in July, the two McKenney sisters, big and bad and fierce for their
age, answered the bird-walk bugle call, leaving the Indian pocketbook teacher to mourn her
two most backward pupils. We were dressed, somewhat reluctantly, to be sure, in the
required heavy stockings for poison ivy and brambles, and carried, each of us, in our dirty
hands a copy of a guide to bird lore called Bird Life for Children.

Bird Life for Children was a volume that all the Good Citizens in Camp Hi-Wah
pretended to find engrossing. Eileen and [ thought it was stupefyingly dull. Our favorite
literary character was Dumas’ Marguerite de Valois, who took her decapitated lover’s head
home in a big handkerchief for old times’ sake. Eileen, in those days, was always going to
name her first child Marguerite de Valois.

Bird Life for Children was full of horrid pictures in full color of robins and pigeons and
redbirds. Under each picture was a loathsomely whimsical paragraph describing how the
bird in question spent his spare time, what he ate, and why children should love him. Eileen
and I hated the book so, we were quite prepared to despise birds when we started off that
morning on our first bird walk, but we had no idea of what we were going to suffer, that
whole awful summer, because of our feathered friends. In the first place, since we had
started off making leather pocketbooks, we were three weeks behind the rest of the Hi-Wah
bird-lovers. They had been tramping through blackberry bushes for days and days and had
already got the hang of the more ordinary bird life around camp, whereas the only bird I
could identify at the time was the vulture. Cousin Joe took me to a zoo once, and there was a
fine vulture there, a big, fat one. They fed him six live rats every day in lieu of human flesh. I
kept a sharp eye out for a vulture all summer, but one never turned up at Camp Hi-Wah.
Nothing interesting every happened around that place.

On that first bird walk, Eileen and I trotted anxiously along behind the little band of
serious-minded bird-lovers, trying desperately to see, or at least hear, even one bird, even
one robin. But alas, while the other bird-walkers saw, or pretended to see—for Eileen and I
never believed them for a moment—all kinds of hummingbirds and hawks and owls and
whatnot, we never saw or heard a single, solitary feathered friend, not one.

By the time we staggered into camp for lunch, with stubbed toes, scratched faces, and
tangled hair, Eileen and I were soured for life on birds. Our bird logs, which we carried
strapped to our belts along with the Guide, were still chaste and bare, while all the other
little bird-lovers and fulsome entries, such as “Saw and heard redbird at 10:37 A.M.
Molting.”

Still, for the next three days we stayed honest and suffered. For three terrible
mornings we endured being dolts among bird-walkers, the laughingstock of Camp Hi-Wah.
After six incredibly tiresome hours, our bird logs were still blank. Then we cracked under
the strain. The fourth morning we got up feeling grim but determined. We sharpened our
pencils before we started off on the now familiar trail through the second-growth forest.

When we go well into the woods and Mary Mahoney, the premier bird-walker of
Camp Hi-Wah, had already spotted and logged her first redbird of the morning, Eileen
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suddenly stopped dead in her tracks. “Hark!” she cried. She had read that somewhere in a
book. “Quiet!” I echoed instantly.

The bird-walkers drew to a halt respectfully and stood in silence. They stood and
stood. It was not good form even to whisper while fellow bird-walkers were logging a
victim, but after quite a long time the leader, whose feet were flat and often hurt her,
whispered impatiently, “Haven’t you logged him yet?”

“You drove him away,” Eileen replied sternly. “It was a yellow-billed cuckoo.”

“A yellow-billed cuckoo?” cried the leader incredulously.

“Well,” Eileen said modestly, “at least I think it was.” Then, with many a pretty
hesitation and thoughtful pause, she recited the leading features of the yellow-billed cuckoo,
as recorded in Bird Life for Children.

The leader was terribly impressed. Later on that morning I logged a kingfisher, a red-
headed woodpecker, a yellow-billed sapsucker, which was all I could remember at the
moment. Each time, [ kept the bird-walkers standing around for an interminable period,
gaping into blank space and listening desperately to the rustle of the wind in the trees and
the creak of their shoes as they went from one foot to another.

In a few days Eileen and I were the apple of our Leader’s eye, the modest heroes of
the Camp Hi-Wah bird walks. Naturally, there were base children around camp, former
leading bird-walkers, who spread foul rumors up and down Hiawatha Alley that Eileen and I
were frauds. We soon stopped this ugly talk, however. Eileen was the pitcher, and a very
good one, too, of the Red Bird Ball Team and [ was the first base. When Elouise Pritchard,
the worst gossip in Cabin Sitting Bull, came up to bat, she got a ball pitched right in the
stomach. Of course it was only a soft ball, but Eileen could throw it pretty hard. To vary this
routine, [ tagged Mary Mahoney, former head bird-walker, out at first base, and Mary had a
bruise on her thigh for weeks. The rumors stopped abruptly.

We had begun to get pretty bored logging rare birds when the game took a new
angle. Mary Mahoney and several other bird-walkers began to see the same birds we did on
our morning jaunts into the forest. This made us pretty mad, but there wasn’t much we
could do about it. Next, Mary Mahoney began to see that we weren’t logging. The third week
after we joined the Camp Hi-Wah Bird Study Circle, everybody except the poor, dumb
Leader and a few backward but honest bird-lovers were logging the rarest birds seen
around Camp Hi-Wah in twenty years. Bird walks developed into a race to see who could
shout “Hark!’ first and keep the rest of the little party in fidgety silence for the next five
minutes.

The poor bird-walk Leader was in agony. Her reputation as a bird-lover was in
shreds. Her pupils were seeing rare birds right and left, while the best she could log for
herself would be a few crummy old redbirds and a robin or so. Atlast our Leader’s morale
collapsed. It was the day when nearly everybody in the study circle swore that she saw and
heard a bona-fide nightingale.

“Where?” cried our Leader desperately, after the fourth nightingale had been
triumphantly logged in the short space of five minutes. Heartless fingers pointed to a vague
bush. The Leader strained her honest eyes. No notion of our duplicity crossed her innocent,
unworldly mind.

“I can’t see any nightingale,” our Leader cried, and burst into tears. Then, full of
shame, she sped back to camp, leaving the Camp Hi-Wah bird-lovers to their nightingales
and guilty thoughts.

Eileen and I ate a hearty lunch that noon because we thought we would need it. Then
we strolled down Hiawatha Alley and hunted up Mary Mahoney.



“We will put the Iron Cross on if you tell,” Eileen started off, as soon as we found
Mary.

“What's the Iron Cross?” Mary squeaked, startled out of her usual haughty poise.

“Never mind,” I growled. “You'll find out if you tell.”

We walked past Cabin Sitting bull, past the flagpole, into the tall grass beyond the ball
field.

“She’ll tell,” Eileen said finally.

“What’ll we do?” I replied mournfully. “They’ll try us at the campfire tonight.”

They did, too. It was terrible. We denied everything, but the Head of Camp, a mean
old lady who wore middy blouses and pleated serge bloomers, sentenced us to no desserts
and eight o-clock bedtime for two weeks. We thought over what to do to Mary Mahoney for
four whole days. Nothing seemed sufficiently frightful, but in the end we put the wart curse
on her. The wart curse was simple but horrible. We dropped around to Cabin Sitting Bull
one evening in the presence of Mary and her allies we drew ourselves up to our full height
and said solemnly in unison, “We put the wart curse on you, Mary Mahoney.” Then we
stalked away.

We didn’t believe for a moment in the wart curse, but we hoped Mary would. At first
she was openly contemptuous, but to our delight, on the fourth evening she developed a
horrible sty in her eye. We told everybody a sty was a kind of wart and that we had Mary in
our power. The next day Mary broke down ad came around to our cabin and apologized in
choked accents. She gave Eileen her best hair ribbon and me a little barrel that had a
picture of Niagra Falls inside it, if you looked hard enough. We were satisfied.



