The Birdman

Reprinted with permission from Our State magazine. Februrary 2013
by Michael Graff

ike Lubbock is a birdman. He created a bird park with
about 2,000 birds. And they lay eggs, which is his favor-

ite part, making more birds. But to really know what

makes a birdman a birdman, go to his home, where he lives as a man
man. In Lubbock’s house just outside of Scotland Neck, he has a
fossilized egg of the extinct elephant bird on a shelf. There’s also
arhino penis bone, the base of 2 human skull, and a boa constric-
tor’s skin. But those things he’s collected in his travels don’t make
him the birdman, either. No, what makes him the birdman is this:
Past the parrot that repeats “Hello, Sylvan Heights Waterfowl,” is

a living room with four dozen paintings of birds. And saved on the
DVRis “An Original DUCKumentary.” Lubbock has been await-
ing this TV show for weeks; it’s like his “American Idol.” But first,
his wife has dinner cooking. As Lubbock’s top staff members chat
at the table, Ali Lubbock cooks cottage pie, one of her specialties
from their native England. Mike Lubbock sits at the head of the
table, and everybody passes the cottage pie around. They’ve been up
since sunrise, working with birds. And now they’re at the birdman’s
house, talking about birds. They talk of a time in Jamaica when
they raced down to gather eggs from an endangered duck species.
And they're still talking about trips to Brazil, to Africa, and to zoos
while scooping second helpings, until suddenly the birdman flutters
off. From the other room, the “DUCKumentary” can be heard. “Are
you watching that now?” Ali asks. “Just,” Mike says, “I just want to
see a lictle bit.” Ali laughs. “Can’t it wait until after dinner?” The
birdman walks from his living room full of bird paintings, past the
talking bird in a cage, and re-enters the dining room with his bird
park staff. He reluctantly takes a seat to finish his dinner.

We should go to the place where Lubbock’s captivating birds
live, home to more waterfowl species (160) than anywhere else in
the nation. Initially named Sylvan Heights Waterfowl Park, some
people showed up in swimsuits expecting waterslides, so Lubbock
changed it to Sylvan Heights Bird Park. Here, he also has 25 spe-
cies of wetland birds and 50 other species — owls and hawks and a
colorful Toco toucan. The toucan is worth five figures. But some of
the most priceless birds to Lubbock, you might not even notice. The
Australian green pygmy geese cost $8,000 per pair, but his desire
to keep alive the declining species is worth much more. He’s yet to
successfully breed them, but every mating season he hopes for the
miracle of life. The main purpose of the Scotland Neck park in Hal-
ifax County is Lubbock’s main purpose — saving bird species. A
breeding center rarely seen by the public is where the most impor-
tant work is done, trying to mate rare waterfowl. But that work
isn’t profitable. So in 2006, Lubbock opened the bird park to visi-
tors. There are North American, South American, Asian, Austra-
lian, and African areas. There’s an endangered species area, where
Lubbock has several pairs of white-winged wood ducks, which were
nearly extinct until Lubbock saved the whole species. And there
are many birds — like the toucan — that are here because they’re
bright and people pay to see them. But why? Why should we care
to save birds? Lubbock has a story for that, too. Years ago, Lubbock
made an emergency trip to Guatemala to rescue a species around
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Birds of many feathers flock to Sylvan Heights
Bird Park in Halifax County. They come because
one man, Mike Lubbock, brings them here for

one reason: his unwavering love.

Lake Atitldn. The water was so clear, Lubbock could see the bottom
100 feet down. But as people introduced largemouth bass for rec-
reational fishing, the bass ate up the poc flightless grebes’ favorite
food — crabs. But by the time Lubbock arrived, only one small clus-
ter of flightless grebes, unable to fly to another lake, remained. The
species died. “If we’d have gotten there sooner, we might've been
able to help,” Lubbock says. That’s the hardest part of all of this,

he says. “I'd rather see a bird live in captivity than see it dead in a
museum.”

Growing up on a farm in rural England, Lubbock went outside
one day and found a hole. The hole was large enough to be consid-
ered a cave, so Lubbock went inside and found bats. He put sev-
eral inside a saddlebag. And he rode off on his bike. The next day,
his mother grabbed the saddlebag for her daily ride to the post
office. She got the mail and opened the saddlebag. Dozens of bats




flew up at her as she unzipped the bag. “If you have a big hole in the
ground,”he told her, “you have to go explore it.”His affection for
things with wings — and places for things with wings — grew from
there. Most waterfowl aren’t glamorous. Some of Lubbock’s ducks
are worth only $50 a pair. But Lubbock loves them for their traits
— the webbed feet, the feathers they clean every day, the migration
habits. Evolution is easy to see. Take, for instance, mallard ducks
and Canada geese. We see them so often because they’ve adapted to
live among humans. Lubbock calls them the rats of the waterfowl
world. They’re mean. They dominate. They’re products of adaptation
and evolution and the survival of the fittest. Lubbock, 69, began
working at the Slimbridge Wetland Centre in England when he
was 17. He’s been to every continent since, chasing birds. The queen
of England once invited him to the royal palace because her red-
breasted geese were reluctant to breed. Lubbock advised Her Maj-
esty to keep parties clear of the ducks’ living area. And he suggested
changing the route of the helicopter that landed at Buckingham
Palace. Within a year, Queen Elizabeth II called, thanking him:

The red-breasted geese had bred. The queen later
visited Slimbridge. During her tour, she wanted to
see how chicks hatch. So Lubbock invited her into
an incubator room and pulled out a flashlight to
shine on a transparent eggshell. He asked his staff
members to cut the lights. As he lit up the egg, the
queen’s security stormed in, worried because her
highness was alone in a dark room with a birdman.
But of course, she was fine. Lubbock raised two
ravens for the Tower of London. And he worked

on air for a TV show called “Discs a Go- Go.” He
met The Beatles and The Rolling Stones. Once, his
bosses asked him to check out a new guitarist. Lub-
bock approved, and soon after, Eric Clapton’s career
took off. Lubbock couldn’t work in the public area
of Slimbridge because too many people wanted his
autograph. So he traveled the globe in search of
birds in other places. In Chile, his guide, a member
of a Chilean Indian tribe, fell into the ocean and
drowned when a wave rocked their boat. Lubbock
was alone, lost at sea. He found his way to a nearby
deserted island. For three days, he ate raw crabs and
mussels and tried to purify water as best he could.
He thought he’d die there. But on the third day,

a fishing boat happened by. He’s been in a plane
crash in the Arctic and nearly died a few times from
worm-borne diseases. But mostly, he’s found amaz-
ing things. Back in his house, Lubbock has a rock
from Chile dotted with fish-fossil indentations. He
found it on top of a mountain, 8,000 feet above sea
level. “It’s funny what we collect,” he says.

You can’t watch movies with Mike Lubbock.
If a bird chirps during a scene, he knows whether
that bird would actually be in that place or not.
“He ruined the movie Cast Away for me,” says his
son, Brent. Knowing that, Lubbock’s dinner guests
exit after the cottage pie is gone, leaving him alone
with the duck documentary. The next morning, he
reports that the film “was pretty good” before list-
ing several flaws. There was a time, predating Lub-
bock, when Scotland Neck resembled a film itself.
In the late 1960s and early ’70s, millions of blackbirds descended
upon the town. They roosted just northwest of downtown and cre-
ated a Hitchcock-like scene. Bird droppings piled several inches
thick, and the sky was black for hours each day. This was bird town,
long before the birdman came here. The most noteworthy birds
now are under nets at Sylvan Heights. And the Lubbocks are off
to lunch, seated by the window of an Italian restaurant. A farmer
approaches. He raises crops just outside of town, and he has some
good news. “I saw a bunch of doves,” the farmer says. “Must’ve been
a thousand of them. So whenever you want to come out ...” Lubbock
nods. “I'll be there,” he says. The birdman of bird town, the man
who’s been to every continent to save things with wings, has just
lined up his next adventure: He’s going dove hunting.

Michael Graff is a writer-at-large for Our State. His most recent
stories were “Living Moving Art” and “Ready for Takeoff” (Janu-
ary 2013).
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Super 8 Raffle Prizes

Support the AFA and win one of these great prizes!

Drawing donations: $3 per ticket, $12 per page, $20 for 8 tickets. Deadline: Mail-in tickets must be received by AFA by July 20, 2013, to be
entered in the drawing. Onsite purchases and hand-carried tickets may be deposited at the Convention any time up to moment of drawing.
AFA is a 501(c)3 educational organization. For additional tickets, contact: AFA, P.O. Box 91717 e Austin, TX 78709 e Tel: (512) 585-9800
Fax: (512) 858-7029 e afaoffice@afabirds.org or visit www.afabirds.org. Additional tickets may also be printed from the website.

Banana Bank Three-day

Jungle Jaunt-Belize
donated by Jobn and Carolyn Carr

Banana Bank Lodge has been devel-
oped as a sustainable tourism destination
for which Belize is famous. As a family-run
jungle lodge, it is based on the principle that
guests come to participate in a natural envi-
ronment, including opportunities for bird
watchers. www.bananabank.com

Framed Eagle Painting

donated by Duane Raver

This original, 18” x 24” acrylic painting
was created for the American Federation of
Aviculture and is signed by the artist.

$500 Cash Card
donated by

Jamie Whittaker and
Mark Moore

$$

Full Registration for
AFA 2014 Convention

donated by anonymous

One full registration, including banquet
and four nights at the Convention hotel,
for the AFA 40th annual convention in
Portland, Oregon.

Gold Owl Ring with Emerald
Eyes and Diamond Ears

donated by
Georgia Hayes

HP 15.6-in. laptop

donated by friends of AFA

HP Laptop 15.6-in., 500 GB hard drive,
4 GB RAM, Windows 8, Microsoft Office
Home and Student 2013.

A&E Java Tree
donated by AGE Cage Company
Shipping to the contintental
United States included.
WWW.aecageco.com

$500 of Kaytee Exact® or Kaytee
Rainforest Foraging Diet®

donated by Kaytee

www.kaytee.com

Drawing is subject to any rules and regulations that may apply from state to state.
Winners are responsible for payment of federal income tax on prizes won. Winners
are responsible for payment of shipping charges related to claiming their prize unless

otherwise stated. The American Federation of Aviculture reserves the right to add
or remove any prize from this list. AFA assumes no responsibility for any statement
about prizes by anyone other than the drawing chairman.
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