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In ‘The Narrow Edge’, Deborah Cramer follows the
migration of Caldiris canutus rufa, one of six lineages of
Red Knots worldwide. Red Knots are about the size of
an American Robin. I wouldn’t call them tiny, but the
adjective is appropriate in the title of Deborah Cramer’s
book. Red Knots are tiny when compared to the size of
the epic journey they undertake every year. Cramer
tracks their migration across two continents, from the
southern tip of South America to the Canadian Arctic.

The journey begins in Tierra del Fuego, where the
knots spend the austral summer. Cramer follows the
birds northward, up the eastern coast of Argentina, to
the mouth of the Amazon in Brazil, and onto the
United States where she joins the birds as they feast on
Horseshoe Crab Limulus polyphemus eggs in Delaware
Bay. Cramer also visits lesser-known sites in the USA:
the salt marshes of South Carolina and the lagoons of
Texas. Finally, she follows the birds to their Arctic
breeding grounds in South Hampton Island. Fall migra-
tion takes her through boggy James Bay, foggy Mingan
Island, comparatively crowded Cape Cod, and finally
home to Gloucester, Massachusetts. The knots continue
south, perhaps to Georgia, or Florida, or Cuba, or all
the way to Tierra del Fuego. The 15,000 km journey
(one way) is not easy and the birds win Cramer’s
respect. “Slogging through isolated, remote areas
looking for birds, I have a compass, GPS, and radio to
keep track of myself. The birds have – what? By the end
of this journey I am more in awe than when I began.”

In each place she visits, Cramer’s rich descriptions

bring the landscape to life. And within each landscape,
she describes how the knots live, while also introducing
the reader to other imperilled species. Importantly,
Cramer not only describes the landscape and human
population that the birds encounter now, but also what
the birds encountered in the past. Her research into the
history of each stopover along the knot’s migration
gives context to the question of how birds and people
have come into conflict. In the chapter “The ‘Uttermost
Part of the Earth’: Tierra del Fuego”, Cramer describes
the indigenous people that knots would have encoun-
tered when they first started using the area as receding
seas exposed mudflats. Then she chronicles the Spanish
colonization, and the various industrial booms (wool,
oil, etc.), which came and went just as the knots came
and went on their annual journeys. Finally she exam-
ines current threats like the ongoing possibility of oil
spills in the Strait of Magellan. She also introduces a
persistent, if less grandiose, peril that affects knots all
along the flyway: beach goers who, often without real-
izing, disturb the birds when they desperately need to
feed or rest.

Cramer also introduces readers to naturalists, scien-
tists and conservationists at each stop along the migra-
tion. In Tierra del Fuego she starts with Darwin in the
1830’s on the HMS Beagle. Later she describes the
humorous escapades of Guy Morrison and Brian
Harrington on their first trip to Tierra del Fuego in a
two seat Citroen in 1979. That trip hooked both biolo-
gists on shorebirds. Harrington wrote a book called
‘The Flight of the Red Knot’ published in 1996.
Morrison convinced the Canadian government that
aerial surveys were needed and found more than
40,000 knots wintering in Bahia Lomas in 1985.
Discovering large numbers of birds concentrated in few
places revolutionized thinking about how best to
protect shorebirds. Morrison has returned to conduct
aerial surveys of the South American coast for much of
his career and was still doing it when he and Cramer
flew together while she was writing the book.

While describing the ‘Bay of Plenty: Delaware Bay’,
Cramer introduces the ancient crab in her title and how
Red Knots depend on the eggs of Horseshoe Crabs to
fuel the last legs of their journey to the Arctic. Here
again, her descriptions bring to life beaches crawling
with crabs and carpeted with flocks of shorebirds. And
again, her depictions of the history of the area give
context. Humans have been in direct competition with
crabs and birds for generations. Cramer recounts how
Delaware Bay once teemed with life and how humans
repeatedly depleted that plenty. During the mid to late
1800s, “untold numbers of horseshoe crabs were



turned into fertilizer. In 1857, … more than 1 million
horseshoe crabs were removed along a one-mile
stretch. In 1880, more than 4 million were taken from
all of Delaware Bay, …”. The crabs rebounded, but their
numbers crashed again when fishermen began taking
crabs as bait for the conch and eel fisheries in the
1990s. Today, there are strict quotas on the Horseshoe
Crab catch, but the chapters ‘Tenacity” and “Counting’
describe how the crabs remain under intense pressure
as sea levels rise, severe storms pummel spawning
beaches, and growing human infrastructure stops
beaches from migrating inland as the sea rises.
Horseshoe Crabs are also under pressure from a fast
growing biomedical industry. Crabs are captured for
their blood and, although they are released, scientists
are learning that recovery takes time and is in no way
guaranteed.

In the chapter ‘Blue Bloods’ Cramer describes how
we came to need Horseshoe Crab blood. The story
begins with Florence B. Sibert, an incredibly productive
biochemist whose early work in the 1920s dramatically
improved the safety of intravenous therapy and was
“probably one of the most useful Ph.D. dissertations
ever written”. She discovered that the cause of
‘injection fever’ was bacteria contaminated water and
develop ed a test to detect fever-inducing bacteria by
in jecting rabbits with the fluid to be tested and meas-
uring if they developed fever. In the 1950s, physician
Frederick Bang ushered in a faster and more accurate
test when he discovered that Horseshoe Crab blood
clots in the presence of Gram-negative bacteria. Since
the mid-1980s, limulus amebocyte lysate (LAL),
isolated from Horseshoe Crab blood, has been used to
detect endotoxins and is invaluable in the fight against
infection in humans.

Cramer is a powerful science writer and I found the
book to be exceptionally well researched and refer-
enced. Despite having studied Red Knots for 14 years
myself, I looked to the notes and bibliography many
times while reading to delve deeper into a subject using
the sources listed. But as Cramer knows, “Science can
suggest a direction, but science alone cannot repair our
torn world. We make our choices from another plane.”
It is Cramer’s poetic prose that takes us to that plane.
“In the quiet solitude to be found in the company of
birds …– wherever we are relieved of the press of our
busy lives – we can hear them and consider who we are
and who we wish to be.”

This book is a balanced mix of science, natural
history, travel log and humanistic reflection. I think it
has appeal, not only to naturalists and the scientifically
inclined, but also to those more drawn to stories about

humans. That is because this book is as much about
humans as it is about birds and crabs. It is a story about
us, our place in the natural world, and our future. It
reminds us that our future is entwined with the futures
of all those with whom we share the narrow edge
between the land and sea. “Their home is ours. We
stand together, all of us, on the edge, facing a time
fraught with challenge, filled with promise.”

Deborah Buehler, University of Toronto, Canada
(d.buehler@utoronto.ca)
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There can be little doubt that, way back, Germans and
feathers must have bonded. In the words of Oskar
Heinroth, reminiscing a visit to Otto Uttendörfer,
author of two standard works on the diet of raptors and
owls (1939, 1952) based on the identification of prey
remains: “… und als er mich fragte: Genügen 10.000
Raubvogeltaten, um die Rolle in der Natur beurteilen
zu können, antwortete ich damals sehr kühn: Nein,
sondern 100.000” (Stamm 2001). They never stopped
collecting prey remains, as evident from the number of
publications in German on the identification of
feathers. The present book is another offshoot (as is the
one of Hansen & Synnatzschke, reviewed below),
bigger and more detailed than anything published
before. And that is saying something, with standard
works like those of März (1987, including mammals,
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