THE PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIVERSITY
SCHREYER HONORS COLLEGE

SCHOOL OF VISUAL ARTS

THE EAGLES OF HAYS: A CELEBRATION OF LITTLE VICTORIES

MCKENZIE THORPE
SPRING 2016

A thesis
submitted in partial fulfillment
of the requirements
for a baccalaureate degree
in Art
with honors in Art

Reviewed and approved* by the following:
Christine Thompson
Professor of Art Education
Thesis Supervisor
Simone Osthoff
Professor of Art and Critical Studies
Honors Advisor
* Signatures are on file in the Schreyer Honors College.

i

ABSTRACT

In 2013, history was made in Pittsburgh when a pair of bald eagles—nicknamed the Hays
eagles after the neighborhood where they nested—raised a single chick in the southeast corner of
the city. Despite the Pittsburgh region being traditional territory for bald eagles, none had nested
successfully within city limits for over two centuries due to environmental degradation.
Pittsburgh’s industrial past caused heavy pollution and near annihilation of the local
environment, driving out many native species. After decades of environmental healing, the Hays
eagles are a good omen for the city and the species overall, as well as a bright spot in the
otherwise grim future of our planet.
I wrote and illustrated a children’s book based on the story of the Hays eagles, titled The
Place for Me. Younger generations are critical to the future of environmental conservation, and I
hope the book will inspire readers to not only care about the environment, but to believe that
humanity can learn from our mistakes and begin mending the damage we’ve done. While
conversation about the environment’s future is rightfully pessimistic, if we don’t recognize the
potential for improvement, then there’s little motivation to even try.
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Chapter 1
Conceiving the Project
About 18 years ago, I drew my first picture, probably in crayon on blank printer paper.
Since then, I’ve upgraded to a variety of more refined artistic tools, but I never really stopped
drawing. In my time at Penn State University pursuing a Bachelor of Fine Art, I feel I’ve really
found my artistic niche in illustration.
When considering the angle of my thesis project, a children’s book seemed like a natural
fit. Besides graphic novels, the children’s book is one of the only mediums where narrative and
image have equal weight. I also believe that the medium has great educational and formative
qualities, since the lessons children learn in their early years can stick with them for life.
Of the many books I read when I was little, The Lorax by Dr. Seuss stands out in my
memory. Even as a child, the book left upon me an impression of solemn responsibility for the
environment—which probably explains why, here in the present, I felt inexorably drawn to the
topic of nature.
Given the current state of affairs, it’s no surprise that the discussion surrounding the fate
of the world at large is pessimistic at best. Our planet and the things that live on it are in trouble
as a consequence of human activity. If we’re to keep the environment healthy, it’s vital that the
future stewards of the planet are educated and passionate. However, in my experience, nothing
kills passion like a fight that is treated as unwinnable. To enact positive change, we need to
believe that positive change is possible.
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The Birds Are Back in Town
The return of bald eagles to my home city of Pittsburgh embodies the sort of hope I
wanted to inspire. Pittsburgh, as a former capital of industry, inflicted serious damage on the
local ecosystem. A relatively short time ago, prospects for America’s bald eagle were equally
grim. Due to factors including persecution, loss of habitat and food sources, and the advent of
DDT, our nation’s symbol nearly vanished from the lower 48 states.
The National Audubon Society estimates that bald eagles have not nested in the
Pittsburgh area for over two centuries, despite being native to Pennsylvania and having an
inclination to nest near water (“Bald Eagles: The Birds Are Back in the Burgh”). As recently as
1980, there were only three pairs of eagles known to nest in the entirety of Pennsylvania, but
now, the Hays Eagles are just one of over 250 nesting pairs in the state (Gross).
Since arriving in the city in 2013, the Hays eagles have successfully raised four chicks,
including triplets in 2014—a rare feat among wild eagles. Their return is symbolic of both the
ever-increasing health of Pittsburgh’s local ecosystem and the incredible rebound of the region’s
bald eagle population. During the nesting season, thousands of viewers flock to the Pix
Controller webcam stream to watch the Hays eagles at work. Though human activity created the
initial problems for Pittsburgh’s environment and the bald eagles, human effort played a pivotal
role in their restoration. Now, bald eagles are cherished, and people take pride in their
environment’s capacity to host these birds and other wildlife. Even though one city and one
species are only little victories in a greater scheme, I think this story is an important reminder of
our potential to rectify our mistakes.
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Chapter 2
Exploring the Steel City
To learn more about the relationship between the city of Pittsburgh and bald eagles, I
began by investigating Pittsburgh’s history, paying particular attention to industrialization,
consequent impact, and the condition of the local environment then and now.

“Hell with the Lid Taken Off”
Though Pittsburgh is transitioning into a much greener, more white-collar city, it was
once a major industrial capital famous for its steelworks. Since the founding of the city,
Pittsburgh’s relationship with the surrounding environment has been tumultuous at best. Industry
and human activity resulted in the deforestation of the region, intense air pollution, and the
virtual poisoning of the city’s trademark rivers.
During initial European settlement of Western Pennsylvania, towns sprung up mostly
along the rivers, natural highways among the rocky and heavily forested hills of the region. At
the junction of two major rivers, considered a valuable strategic point, Fort Duquesne—later
replaced by Fort Pitt—was established, seeing extensive use during conflicts of the time such as
the French and Indian War (Tarr, pg. 6). The area around this fort would populate over time,
eventually growing into a major city.
Industry began early in the Pittsburgh region. The abundance of natural resources
including wood, mineral rich sands, and coal combined with the natural transportation route of
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the rivers fueled a range of growing industries. One of the first of major note was boatbuilding,
which contributed to deforestation that had begun with the clearing of arable land (Dietrich).
Blast furnaces which operated first on hardwood charcoal also consumed massive amounts of
wood, and the metals smelted from the furnaces were sent into Pittsburgh for further processing
(Tarr, pg 16).
Pittsburgh’s economy shifted during the Civil War. Over the course of the
conflict, Pittsburgh established itself as the Union’s primary metal works, casting iron cannons
and other armaments. The Bessemer Process of decarbonizing iron and producing more versatile
steel, which spread between 1865-1875, came just in time to feed the huge demand for steel rails
as railroad construction gained considerable momentum (Dietrich). The high quality and quantity
of the region’s coal along with the previous establishment of infrastructure suited to massmetalwork made Pittsburgh an ideal hub for the booming steel industry. In the late 1800’s, steel
baron Andrew Carnegie tapped the city as the site of what would become a veritable colossus of
industry: Carnegie Steel (Dietrich).
While the period between 1870 and 1910 was considered Pittsburgh’s Golden Age, for
the local ecosystem, it was an era of unbridled devastation. As early as the 1860’s, the mounting
evidence of pollution lead acclaimed biographer James Parton to describe the city as “Hell with
the lid taken off” (Tarr, pg. 3). By this time, the forested hillsides of the area were virtually
barren of trees and scarred by mining activity and slag heaps. Poor air quality stunted most
secondary growth. In conjunction with huge quantities of raw sewage, acid mine drainage—
caused by water eroding the toxic, sulfuric minerals uncovered by mining—wreaked havoc on
the river ecosystems. In order to protect industry and spare expenses, legislators ruled against
water quality measures, stalling the development of waste-treatment plants and absolving
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companies of responsibility for the effect of their activity on the rivers. For example, in the 1886
case of Sanderson vs. Pennsylvania Coal Co., the Pennsylvania Supreme Court ruled acid mine
drainage as merely as the inconvenient result of natural processes and totally beyond the control
of mining companies, thereby declaring Pennsylvania Coal not liable for any related damages or
injury (Tarr, pg. 99).
Tangible improvements in the local environment would not begin until after the Second
World War. Between the weakening of the local economy by the war effort and the pollution of
air, land, and water, corporate and municipal leaders recognized the need to clean up the city to
attract investment and retain local business. Though the restoration was more civically-minded
than purely environmental, the two were intertwined—for instance, the construction of sewage
treatment plants to reduce sickness from contaminated water meant steps towards cleaner rivers.

Pittsburgh in the Present
In the decades between the Second World War and now, Pittsburgh’s transformation has
been dramatic, though it’s certainly still a work in progress. Problems in air and water quality
persist due to a combination of past and current activity, and criticism of the city is largely valid.
Given how dire the state of the environment was a few decades ago, though, the change is
significant and worthy of celebration, and the city shows average and continued improvement
over time.
One of the most obvious improvements is the air quality. By the 1940’s, smog from
factories and coal-powered residential furnaces had created a perpetual, ashy dimness that
persisted long into the daylight hours.
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Figure 1. Intersection of Liberty and Fifth Avenues, 1940 (left) versus present (right)

Unfortunately, Allegheny County still ranks high in the nation for poor air quality,
though records in the American Lung Association’s State of the Air shows average reduction in
the quantity of high ozone days and particle pollution each year (“Allegheny State of the Air
2015”). To Pennsylvania’s credit, there are concerns that air pollution from neighboring states
with looser regulation is affecting air quality readings—Pennsylvania and several other
Northeastern states rest at the convergence of air masses that carry emissions from the Midwest
(Hopey).
Though the forests that once blanketed the city area cannot be completely restored,
Pittsburgh is home to an array of green-spaces including Point State Park, Frick Park, and Hays
Woods—a 635 acre woodland, the largest undeveloped space within city limits. The slope of
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Mount Washington, once stripped bare, is now an expansive green hillside in the heart of the
city.

Figure 2. Mt. Washington's Monongahela Incline, 1900's (left) versus present (right)

The past decade has seen a long legal battle over the future of the Hays Woods. Current
landowner Charles Betters attempted to secure the rights to strip mine the entire area and
construct a racetrack and casino, which would have obliterated the forest. Thankfully, strong
local opposition kept the project from coming to fruition. Betters has indicated that he’s still
interested in drilling for natural gas, but current Pittsburgh Mayor Bill Peduto won’t back down
on the ban on drilling within city ordinance. Though the future of the Hays Woods is still
uncertain, current negotiations indicate that part of the land will be donated for park space, thus
preserving some of the natural features (Sheehan). With the attention and enthusiasm drawn by
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the new bald eagle residents, there will no doubt be pressure on developers to maintain a certain
respect for the natural state of the land.
Water quality has also improved by leaps and bounds. Fish populations in Pittsburgh’s
three rivers suffered greatly as a result of acid mine drainage and unregulated sewage dumping.
As late as 1967, a mere 20 fish were recovered from the lower Monongahela river in a
population assessment. By 1973, that number had climbed to over 800—a marked improvement
in relatively short time (United States). A more recent assessment in 2010 of the Monongahela’s
fish stocks noted an overall increase in population from 2003 by thousands, as well as the
presence of rarer and pollution-intolerant fish (Ventorini). However, the region still struggles
with annual flooding which sometimes overloads sanitation plants, discharging sewage into the
rivers through overflow channels. Despite the sealing of mines and considerable reduction of
mine-related pollution, I can attest to the continued threat of acid mine drainage. At my
grandmother’s house near Bridgeville, a former coal town just north of the city, the stream I
played in as a child was poisoned in the wake of Hurricane Ivan in 2004. Extensive flooding in
the area washed toxins out of local mines, emptying the stream of life and casting pall of sulfuric
orange over the stones and banks. Life in the stream has recovered slowly over a period of years,
but in the event of unusually large floods, the risk of acid mine drainage persists.
The ecosystem can now sustain a wide range of native wildlife—including bald eagles,
once relegated to the most solitary reaches of the state. So long as residents and officials
maintain an understanding of the environment’s needs, the ecosystem can only improve.
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Chapter 3
The Bald Eagle
Along with an assessment of Pittsburgh, I turned my attention to the history of bald
eagles as a species, focusing on factors that contributed to their decline and the conservation
practices which led to their reestablishment in the Northeastern United States, particularly
Pennsylvania. Based on this research, I hoped to identify connections between the environmental
dynamic in Pittsburgh region and the struggle of the bald eagle.

Species Decline
Bald eagles are a species of raptor native only to North America. While smaller than their
golden eagle cousins, they still weigh in at an impressive 14 pounds and sport a 7-foot wingspan,
ranking them among the largest birds of prey in the world. Members of the sea/fish eagle group,
bald eagles tend to congregate near rivers and other large bodies of water, foraging for fish.
Though fish comprise the majority of their diet during the nesting season in particular, bald
eagles are efficient scavengers and will feed off of most any available animal carcass or take
other small animals as prey (Gross).
Despite being highly evolved, capable predators, bald eagles were no match for the
human threat. By the 1900’s, they risked extinction in the lower 48 states. Their decline came as
a result of active persecution by humans, habitat destruction, and indirect killing through
collisions and poisoning.
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Before the colonization of North America, bald eagles were historically revered by
Native Americans. Tribes often hunted or trapped eagles for ritual or ceremonial purposes,
though it’s unclear whether this practice had an appreciable effect on the bald eagle population,
and the killing of eagles has since been banned under federal law (Stalmaster).
Early European settlers were much less reverent of the natural world, and bald eagles
were categorized as pests due in part to competition for resources and unsubstantiated fears that
they would attack livestock. While countless birds were killed from the time European colonies
were first established in North America, the first recorded, deliberate mass-killings of eagles
began in 1917 when bounties were placed on bald eagles in Alaska. Between 1917 and 1952,
128,000 eagle bounties were officially collected which, when combined with estimates of
undocumented hunts, the death toll could have been as high as 150,000 in Alaska alone. Though
exact figures are unclear, both bald and golden eagles were shot in the thousands by ranchers and
bounty-hunters in the lower 48 states throughout the 1900’s based on a false notion that they
would kill lambs and young livestock (Stalmaster).
Another more contemporary issue for eagles has arisen in the form of black market trade.
Native American ceremony still values eagle parts (e.g. feathers). Since legal acquisition of eagle
parts for ceremonial purposes is highly regulated, dead eagles became quite lucrative in the black
market. Several illegal eagle-killing operations whose efforts resulted in the deaths of hundreds
of eagles were exposed in the early 1980’s (Stalmaster).
Habitat destruction is another of the primary causes of bald eagle decline. Because eagles
will typically nest in the same area for as long as possible, nests can be extremely large and
heavy (one in Ohio tipped the scale at two metric tons), meaning that strong, mature trees are
vital for nest-building (Gross). Much of the Northeastern United States experienced mass
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deforestation for fuel, construction, boatbuilding, and a variety of industries. Early settlement in
the American colonies often concentrated near rivers and harbors, so the forests near water,
favored by bald eagles, were often cut down for raw materials and usable space. Later, in
industrial and coal-producing areas, mining required the clearing of large forested areas. With
habitat destruction comes the loss of prey species and the dismantling of the local ecosystem. As
fish-eaters, bald eagles suffered in particular from river pollution as fish stocks declined and the
remaining fish became contaminated with various toxins.
Indirect killing is another common cause of bald eagle deaths, surfacing in two primary
ways: harmful interactions with human structures, and accidental poisoning. Eagles that fly
through power-lines or perch on high-voltage power poles are at risk of death by electrocution,
and eagles are sometimes mistakenly caught in jaw traps designed for coyotes or fur-trapping,
which can result in death or severe injuries such as the loss of toes or feet (Stalmaster).
As predators, eagles are also susceptible to accidental death by poison through
biomagnification. Biomagnification is defined by the United States Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) as “…the result of the process of bioaccumulation and biotransfer by which
tissue concentrations of chemicals in organisms at one trophic level exceed tissue concentrations
in organisms at the next lower trophic level in a food chain” (“Biomagnification”). Essentially,
as predators consume or scavenge animals that have been exposed to poison, the toxins from
prey items are concentrated in the predator’s body. This means that predators are still susceptible
to death by poisoning even if they are not the direct target of poisoning. As opportunistic feeders,
eagles will scavenge from carcasses—some of which were killed by poison. Feeding from
animal carcasses containing lead bullets can also lead to death by lead poisoning. More
famously, eagles and other birds of prey were severely impacted by DDT poisoning after it was
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implemented as a crop pesticide in the 1940’s. In the case of bald eagles, DDT was washed into
rivers, and eagles consumed contaminated fish. It wasn’t common for adult eagles to die from
DDT even with biomagnification, but DDT poisoning disrupted the calcium metabolism in egglaying female birds, causing weak embryos, thin eggshells, and frequent egg breakage, resulting
in large generational losses (Stalmaster).
Due to the aforementioned factors, the United States bald eagle population dropped as
harshly as 90% in certain areas, and they virtually disappeared from several states. In 1967, they
were listed as an endangered species. Despite being crowned as the United States national bird in
1782, bald eagles faced extinction in the very country they were chosen to represent.

Return to Least Concern
Just as a range of factors contributed to the population decline of bald eagles, their
recovery was also complex. Legislation, the ban on DDT, and the reintroduction of eagles to
underpopulated areas were three major factors behind the recovery of the species.
In 1918, the Migratory Bird Treaty was signed into law, preventing the hunting of
migratory birds, including bald eagles, without permit. The Bald and Golden Eagle Protection
Act of 1940 provided more specific protection, prohibiting the killing or disturbance of eagles,
and barring scientific or ceremonial exemption, outlawed the possession of their parts—be it
feathers, bones, or eggs (Stalmaster). Penalties range from heavy fines to jail-time.
Protective zoning was also implemented in order to prevent harassment of nesting eagles.
In protective zoning, buffer areas are established around known bald eagle nesting sites,
restricting human entry within a certain range (Stalmaster). Since bald eagles can be sensitive to
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human activity within their territory, protective zoning is designed to prevent stress-induced nest
abandonment. The establishment of sanctuaries and wildlife preserves also provide protected
territory for wild birds, but as evidenced by the appearance of bald eagles in urban areas, the
eagles can adapt to any area with sufficient habitat and prey.
However, legislation against the active persecution of eagles couldn’t protect them from
indirect death, and bald eagles were devastated by DDT. In the 1960’s and 1970’s, though,
environmental awareness about the effects of pesticides increased. One major contributor to the
awareness of DDT’s harmful effects came through Rachel Carson’s famous Silent Spring, a book
documenting the disastrous consequences of the pesticide on bird populations, as well as
potentially harmful effects on humans. Due in large part to the resulting public outcry against
DDT, in 1972, the pesticide was banned from commercial use in the United States. Accidental
poisoning still remains one of the more common causes of bald eagle death, particularly lead
poisoning.
Finally, there were multiple programs focusing on the active reintroduction of bald
eagles, transplanting wild and captive-bred animals into areas where the populations had
dwindled. In response to a federal restoration initiative, the Pennsylvania Game Commission
sought to increase the state’s breeding population through a process known in falconry as
‘hacking.’ Through hacking, young birds of prey can be raised in semi-wild conditions under
human supervision, ensuring a bird’s health and safety (without causing the bird to imprint on
people) until it can fend for itself. Between 1983 and 1989, members of the Pennsylvania Game
Commission acquired 88 wild eaglets from the Saskatchewan province of Canada where eagles
were still well-established. By 1998, this process yielded 22 breeding pairs, increasing the
statewide breeding count to 25 (“Eagles & Osprey”).
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Figure 3. Example of a bald eagle hacking setup

Since then, the population has increased exponentially. As of 2013, over 250 breeding
pairs of bald eagles reside in Pennsylvania (Gross). Hacking has been widely adopted as a means
of conserving predatory bird species, and bald eagle hacking has seen similar levels of success in
other states.
In the case of the Pittsburgh region, the return of bald eagles can be attributed to all the
aforementioned factors as well as the mitigation of pollution and other detrimental factors in the
local ecosystem. With its rivers, the Pittsburgh region was no doubt a hub of eagle activity in the
past, and the arrival of the Hays pair reflects how the ecosystem is now able to sustain eagles
once again. More and more, bald eagles are appearing and nesting in or near major cities,
including Washington D.C. and New York City. Arguably, human expansion has forced eagles
to adapt and tolerate conditions less favorable than pure nature, but the presence of eagles in
urban settings indicates that the ecosystem is at least stable enough to support them.
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Regrettably, the pre-colonization population of bald eagles would probably be
unsustainable today given far-reaching human development. But in spite of the dire straits bald
eagles faced, thanks to conservational measures, their population has rebounded from around 400
nesting pairs in the entirety of the lower 48 states to approximately 10,000 between 1963 and the
present (Fellows). In 2007, they were officially reclassified in the International Union for the
Conservation of Nature’s Red List of Threatened species to a status of Least Concern, indicating
the restored stability and diversity of the population.
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Chapter 4
Developing the Story
Despite the intended audience, the process of writing a children’s book is actually quite
complex. Incorporating nonfiction complicates the matter even further.
The final script of The Place for Me encompasses 33 out of the 38 ‘story’ pages. I
incorporated a writing principle known as the ‘Rule of Three,’ which is a very common pattern
in children’s books based on the idea that groupings of three are most satisfying and effective
(e.g. Goldilocks and the Three Bears, The Three Billy Goats Gruff). In this story, a young bald
eagle has left the nest he hatched in to find a place for himself. He has three main criteria for a
new living space: clean air, a clean source of water, and a tree strong enough to support a nest.
He finds three possible locations, but ultimately rejects them for a variety of reasons. When
Eagle Junior arrives in the city, he is shown how the city meets his three stipulations.

Negotiating Research and Narrative
One of the biggest challenges of this project was creating an educational piece without
losing the interest of young readers by including excessive factual detail. Before writing the
story, I did a great deal of research, and I wanted at least some of that work to show in the
storybook. At the same time, I wanted the script to have forward momentum with little technical
detail, reflecting the perspective of an animal trying to make sense of human constructions.
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The story follows the journey of ‘Eagle Junior’ as he leaves his nest in search of a new
home—and ultimately finds one in the place he least expected. I had originally considered a
more direct adaptation of the well-documented 2014 Hays eagle nesting season, but I felt that the
birds’ decision to actually nest in the city had more potential for creativity and would convey the
ultimate message more easily.
With the basic premise established, I had to sift through my research and identify the
most important elements to include in the story. I had planned from the beginning to include an
establishing section near the beginning of the story which would outline the (formerly) rocky
relationship between eagle and city. The complexity of the subject and the streamlined nature of
a children’s book were difficult to negotiate, so a fair bit of research was left on the cutting room
floor. In the end, I decided to focus on environmental factors, which are ultimately easier to
comprehend and fit more neatly into a set of three. One of the hardest decisions I made was the
exclusion of DDT poisoning from the plot. Though DDT was a major contributor to the decline
of bald eagles, its eventual ban helping contribute to recovery, DDT was not very relevant to the
relationship between the eagles and Pittsburgh. By the time the pesticide was commercialized,
bald eagles were most likely long gone from the Pittsburgh area due to other factors. Since DDT
is now banned in the United States, but habitat destruction is still frequent, I chose to focus on
the latter.
However, I was determined to make more use of the research in the book itself. My
compromise was the inclusion of six ‘info pages’ at the end of the book. I wanted these pages to
be visually appealing, so they are illustrated in a similar style as the actual story pages. These
pages go into greater detail about the true story behind the story, the history of Pittsburgh and
bald eagles, and other at-risk bird species, among other things.
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Figure 4. Info page sample

Considering Industry Standards
Early on, I wanted to take children’s book publishing standards into account. Though the
book’s native format is digital, which means fewer restrictions (and the option of low-cost selfpublishing), I didn’t want to discount the possibility of a printed version of the book in the event
that a publisher showed interest. I paid particular attention to page and word count.
Due to the printing process of picture books, page counts come in multiples of 8. The
gold standard for page count is 32 pages, though books may be 40 or 48 pages in rare cases.
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These pages are not all occupied by the story—depending on the particular structure of the book,
4-5 pages must be dedicated to copyrights and dedications. In the end, the script of The Place for
Me encompassed 33 illustrations, and I could find no way to shorten the story without
compromising its quality. Factoring in the info pages and some bonus epilogue illustrations I had
planned on including, I decided on aiming for the 48-page count.
Standards for word count are more fluid. Some sources indicated that around 1000 words
is suitable for a picture book, while others advocated for considerably less (Sambuchino,
Williamson). I was concerned that the word count of The Place for Me, which barely broke 1000
words (not counting the info pages), might be too long. When I considered existing books,
though, I found that successful picture books contained a wide range of word counts. For
example: Margaret Wise Brown’s Goodnight Moon had a word count of just over 100, Jane
Yolen’s Owl Moon was around 750 words, and The Polar Express by Chris Van Allsburg was
over 1000 words.
The Place for Me falls at the upper bounds for page and word count in the picture book
category, but the length was necessary to convey the story and the additional information, and
exceptions to typical publishing standards do exist. At least for the eBook medium, these
standards are less strict.

Target Audience
When creating this type of media, target audience and reading level are vital
considerations. However, one of the difficulties in delegating an age range to a children’s books
is the incredibly wide range of reading capabilities. It’s difficult to measure an exact relationship
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between age and reading ability, since there are so many factors—such as schooling and
parenting—which can impact literacy. This book is meant for the K-3rd grade age range, which is
typically the period at which children begin reading independently, but will likely continue to
read with a parent sometimes.
For readers who aren’t quite ready to tackle this story on their own, I think that having
their parent read to or with them can be a uniquely valuable way to experience the book. The
info pages of the book include a list of relevant activities and organizations (such as viewing the
bald eagle nest cam, or taking a trip to the aviary). If a child reads the book and becomes curious
about birds, then their parent might take them to the aviary to learn more, fostering the child’s
new interest and creating a foundation for environmental concern in the future. This can provide
opportunities for parents to learn alongside their children.
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Chapter 5
The Illustrative Process
The majority of my production time went into the creation of the book’s 45 illustrations
(cover included). Early on in the project, I began collecting visual references, mostly of eagles.
Developing my characters was paramount, and I spent a while sketching eagles over and over
until I developed a style that I could replicate consistently. I wanted the eagles to look friendly
and engaging while maintaining some of their natural grace.

Figure 5. Original concept sketches
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In the end, my eagles were mostly in proportion, though I increased the size of their
heads to accommodate larger eyes and more expressive features. The exaggerated size and
reduced number of primary feathers allowed their wings to function gesturally when the scene
called for it.
To keep my illustrative process as streamlined as possible, I established a fully digital
workflow from the very beginning. Once the script was mostly complete, I began drawing out
digital storyboards, which are essentially rough sketches based on the text or action of each page
that would give me a foundation to begin the actual illustration. From start to finish, all of the
illustrations were done in Paint Tool SAI, a digital drawing and painting program developed by
Systemax for Windows OS.

Figure 6. Page 2, original storyboard sketch

With the storyboards complete, I began to develop each one into a finished picture. As a matter
of personal preference, I finished each illustration individually before moving onto the next.
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When beginning a final illustration, I started with shading. I isolated the foreground, usually the
characters and any surfaces they were directly interacting with, then created an ‘underpainting’
in shades of gray and blue.

Figure 7. Page 2 underpainting

Using a separate layer set to overlay, I then applied color onto the underpainting. The
technique of using digital underpaintings and overlay layers meant that I could create a fully
drawn and shaded image, the most straightforward part of the illustration, and then freely adjust
colors on a separate layer without affecting the work I had already done. Once I was satisfied
with the color palette, I would merge all the drawn layers, then add background elements and
make any necessary adjustments. Knowing the storybook would be displayed on an iPad in its
eBook form, I decided to limit detail outside of the main subjects and render background
elements as simpler, color-blocked shapes so that the illustration as a whole would read more
easily at a smaller aspect ratio.
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Figure 8. Page 2, colored

Though certain pages had more complex details or were more challenging to draw in general, the
average time spent on each illustration from start to finish was between three and five hours.
Even more difficult than the illustrations themselves was the incorporation of text in the
book. Striking a balance between text and image proved a lot harder than I anticipated, since I’m
chiefly an illustrator with only a little experience in typography. I experimented with a variety of
fonts before settling on Gill Sans Infant, one of several typefaces recommended for text in
children’s books. From there, I tried different layouts, mostly trying to organize the text within
the illustrations. At the suggestion of students from Penn State’s graphic design program, I
eventually settled on using a margin to contain the text below the image. I had considered this
earlier on in the project, but I had changed to an in-picture layout due to the limited size of
eBook displays. The margin increases readability by separating the text from the busyness of the
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image and providing a consistent layout throughout the story, particularly in the smaller eBook
form.

Figure 9. Page 2, complete with formatting
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Chapter 6
Conclusions
One of the main reasons I chose this sort of thesis was to enhance my illustration skills,
and in that regard, I feel that this project has been successful. Not only did the speed and quality
of my art improve—my workflow and time-management skills were also put to the test, and in a
long-term project of this magnitude, being organized and disciplined is possibly more important
than just having artistic skill. Throughout the course of the thesis, I had to develop the most
efficient workflow possible, and I was constantly assessing my progress and calculating my
workload in order to satisfy a largely self-imposed schedule. Thanks to rigorous planning and
organization before I ever started the first illustration, I had a clear understanding of the work
ahead of me and planned accordingly, and while it took 7-day work weeks on top of other
academic obligations to meet my deadline, I was confident that I could finish. In my field, it’s
not enough to have the technical skills. Creating marketable art requires critical thinking, timemanagement, and organizational skills. As with most artists, I can’t imagine ever being truly
satisfied with my images, but I think I’ve proven I have the discipline to handle projects such as
this in the future.
It’s hard to say whether this current iteration of The Place for Me represents the project’s
final form. My intention is to eventually approach a publisher in the Pittsburgh region with a
proposal, and if there is interest, it’s likely that I’ll be required to make adjustments to the
language, layout, or perhaps the length of the story. Even if the story isn’t accepted by a
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publisher, I still feel that I’ve crafted a story worth sharing, and there are alternate possibilities
for distribution beyond the traditional. With eBooks increasingly in popularity as a format for
written media, self-publishing and distribution are considerably cheaper and easier than before.
The Place for Me was a long and difficult project, but I found that I enjoyed the process
and am proud of the completed work. Though my more personal art often features morbidity
(and consequently, my decision to make a children’s book raised eyebrows among my peers),
there’s a lightness and gentleness to children’s media that appeals to me. I enjoyed the
expressiveness of the characters, the bright color of their surroundings, and the happy ending.
I’m very passionate about nature in particular, and I love sharing that passion with others through
my craft. Moving forward, I’m interested in creating more children’s work, be it books or
educational materials.
As I write this (March 2016), the Hays eagles are raising two chicks. The new year’s
erratic weather cast doubt over the 2016 nesting season’s beginning, so it’s a wonderful relief to
see new life in the nest. Typically, bald eagles nest in the same place for as long as they can,
sometimes living their entire adult lives using one site. It’s possible that the Hays eagles will stay
in Pittsburgh permanently, inspiring and educating the thousands of viewers who observe their
activities for years to come. I hope I’ve done justice to their story and that The Place for Me can
help contribute to the mounting enthusiasm for nature and conservation in my home city. When I
was little, The Lorax triggered in me sympathy and concern for the environment. I hope that this
book can do the same for other children.
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Appendix A
Story Script
Page 1:
In a big, old tree deep in the forest, Eagle Junior was ready to leave the nest where he lived with
his mother.
Page 2:
“Make sure to stay away from the City,” warned Mother Eagle. “It’s not a good place for eagles
like us.”
“What’s the City?” asked Eagle Junior. “What’s so bad about it?”
Page 3:
“There once was a valley with three rivers where eagles lived. When people found the valley,
they liked it so much, they built a City there.”
Page 4:
“The people cut down the forest to build houses and make room for farms. They were afraid
eagles might attack their farm animals, so the people drove the eagles away.”
Page 5:
“Then the people built factories. In the factories, they burned black rocks from underground. The
smoke was so thick that you could hardly see your own wings in front of your face.”
Page 6:
“Dirty water from the mines where the people dug up black rocks poisoned the river. Soon, all
the fish died or moved away.”
Page 7:
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“With smoggy air, fishless rivers, and no strong trees for nesting, the eagles had to leave. The
valley will never be the same again, so we can’t go back,” said Mother Eagle.
Page 8:
Eagle Junior promised to stay far, far away from the City. As he flew up the river, he wondered
where he could find a new home.
Page 9:
“My home must have clear air so that I can see far and wide. It must be close to a clean river full
of fish. The tree where I will live must be big, with branches strong enough to hold a heavy
nest!”
Page 10:
After a while of searching, Eagle Junior came upon a very nice tree. A pair of cheerful blue-jays
who lived nearby greeted him.
“The air is clear, the river is near, and this tree is big and strong. Could this be the place for me?”
Eagle Junior wondered.
Page 11:
But while the blue jays were very friendly, they were also very, very loud. They squawked and
screeched from sunrise to sunset.
“This is a nice tree, but I can’t stay here. I won’t get any peace and quiet!” said Eagle Junior.
Page 12:
Eagle Junior left the blue jays, and a while later, he found another promising tree.
“Let’s see. The air is clear, the river is near, this tree is big and strong, and there are no noisy
neighbors! Could this be the place for me?”
Page 13:
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But when Eagle Junior looked down, he saw big, black carpenter ants crawling all over the
branch!
“If these ants are digging their nest in this tree, the branches will become rotten. And plus—
ouch!—these ants can bite! I can’t stay here!”
Page 14:
After a long, long search, at last, Eagle Junior found another good place.
“The air is clear, the river is near, and this tree is big and strong. There are no noisy neighbors,
and no carpenter ants. Could this finally be the place for me?”
Page 15:
“Move along! You have to leave!” cried Mother Crow. “Eagles are dangerous for my chicks.
Find somewhere else to live!”
Page 16:
Mother Crow called for her friends to help drive Eagle Junior away. They swooped at him,
“Caw! Caw! Caw!”
Page 17:
To escape from the crows, Eagle Junior flew into the fog. The crows couldn’t follow him, but
soon, he became very lost.
Page 18:
Even Eagle Junior’s sharp eyes couldn’t see very well in the fog. He nearly crashed right into a
tree branch!
“I’d better find a place to land, or else I might get hurt!”
Page 19:
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“I’ll wait here until the fog goes away,” said Eagle Junior. “Then, I can keep looking for a new
home.”
Page 20:
Eagle Junior waited. Bit by bit, the fog began to disappear. He looked as hard as he could to see
where he had landed. And when the fog went away…
Page 21:
“Where in the world am I?” Eagle Junior wondered. “I’ve never seen anything like this before.
I’m more lost than I ever thought!”
Page 22:
Suddenly, another eagle appeared. “Hi there, stranger! My name is Miss Eagle.”
“Nice to meet you! My name is Eagle Junior,” he replied. “I’ve been searching for a new home,
but I got lost in the fog. Can you tell me where I am?”
Page 23:
“Why, you’re in the City!” said Miss Eagle.
“No way! Surely this can’t be the City? I heard the City was full of smog and fire, with no trees
and dirty water,” Eagle Junior replied.
Page 24:
“Oh, it used to be a very bad place for animals. Then the people realized it wasn’t good for
themselves, either. The City isn’t perfect, but it’s getting better and better. Follow me, I’ll show
you!”’
Page 25:
Eagle Junior was still nervous about flying in the city, but he went along.
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“It’s true that the air was very dirty here before. The smog made the City dark all the time, even
during the day,” said Miss Eagle.
Page 26:
“Most of the factories which made the smog are gone now. People still need factories to build
things, but now there are rules that keep the factories from making smog,” Miss Eagle continued.
“Well, what about the rivers? Are they cleaner too?” asked Eagle Junior.
Page 27:
As they flew over the rivers, Eagle Junior looked down and saw fish swimming in the water. He
was amazed to see fish so close to the City!
Page 28:
“The rivers were once so dirty that the fish could not live here. Now, the people are trying to
keep the rivers cleaner, too.” said Miss Eagle.
Eagle Junior was impressed, but he had one more question. “Where could I make a nest?” he
asked. “Are there strong trees?”
Page 29:
“It’s hard to have lots of trees where the big buildings are, but the people are planting trees
wherever they can. Eventually, these trees will grow tall. The people are also protecting part of
the forest.” said Miss Eagle.
Page 30:
They flew to the south side of the City and landed in a big, old tree.
“Nobody is allowed to cut down these trees,” she continued. “The people are keeping them safe
for animals to live in.”
Page 31:
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“Cities may not be perfect for animals, but I suppose people will always need them. This place
will never be like it was before the City was built, but if the people keep the City clean, then we
can still live together.”
Page 32:
Eagle Junior looked around, thinking very hard.
The air was clear, so he could see far and wide. The river was close and full of fish. The tree had
big branches, perfect for building a heavy nest.
Page 33:
“I think I’ve finally found the place for me,” Eagle Junior said with a big smile.
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Appendix B
Info Page Script

Page 1: Based on a True Story
The story of Eagle Junior and Miss Eagle is actually based on a true story about two real
bald eagles. This pair of eagles, called the Hays eagles, came to live in the city of Pittsburgh in
2013.
They’re a very special pair of birds, because they were the first bald eagles to build a nest
in Pittsburgh in around 200 years! For a long time, Pittsburgh had so much pollution that eagles
couldn’t live there.
As long as there is plenty to eat and nobody bothers them, bald eagles will often nest in
the same place their whole lives. So, the Hays eagles could be living in Pittsburgh for a very
long time!

Page 2: Bald Eagle Facts


Bald eagles are a type of sea eagle and are only found in North America.



The bald eagle was made the national bird of the United States in the year
1782.



Bald eagle nests are called ‘eyries’. Bald eagles build some of the largest nests
of any bird. One nest found in Florida weighed over two tons!



Like most birds of prey, female bald eagles are actually larger than the males.
Girl power!
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Juvenile bald eagles are mostly brown. Their heads and tails slowly turn white
until they reach adulthood at around 5 years old.



Bald eagles moms usually lay between 1 and 3 eggs every nesting season.
Baby bald eagles are called ‘eaglets’.

Page 3: Bald Eagles in Trouble
Not so long ago, bald eagles almost disappeared from the United States. Farmers thought
that bald eagles would attack lambs, so they shot many eagles to protect their farm animals.
Bald eagles also lost a lot of their habitat. As forests were cut down and rivers were
polluted, the eagles had to find new places to live. So much habitat was lost that there wasn’t
much room left for bald eagles.
A pesticide (a chemical used to protect crops) called DDT also hurt the bald eagle
population. DDT caused the eggs of eagles and other birds to become thin, so the eggs would
break very easily.
Because of this, bald eagles became endangered. Unless people stepped in to help, the
eagles might have totally disappeared from 48 of the 50 states.

Page 4: The Road to Recovery
Now that people are more educated about bald eagles, they understand that the eagles
aren’t dangerous for farm animals and leave the eagles alone. The law also protects eagles from
being hunted or captured.
People are also recognizing how important the environment is. Rivers are becoming
cleaner, so there is more for the bald eagles to eat. Trees are being allowed to grow. Even some
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big cities like Pittsburgh, which used to have lots of pollution and few trees, have cleaned up
enough that eagles can live there again.
DDT is no longer used as a pesticide, so more eaglets are able to hatch and grow up.
Bald eagles are no longer endangered. As long as people keep taking better care of the
environment, bald eagles will be safe from extinction.

Page 5: Protect Our Birds
Bald eagles are no longer endangered, but there are other birds in the United States that
are still endangered, or could be in the future.
The California condor, the Hawaiian goose, and the whooping crane are a few examples
of birds in the United States that still need our help. Every species of bird is special, so it’s
important that people protect them.
Just like bald eagles, these bird species became endangered from hunting, habitat loss,
and chemicals like DDT. Conservationists, or people whose jobs are to protect the environment,
are trying to increase the populations of these birds.
By educating ourselves about endangered birds and helping protect their habitat, regular
people can still help.

Page 6: Get Involved


Check out the Audubon Society of Western Pennsylvania! The National
Audubon Society is an organization that works to restore natural habitat and
practices bird conservation. The Western Pennsylvania chapter features
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activities for bird and nature lovers of all ages, so visit their homepage at
aswp.org to learn more.


Take a trip to the National Aviary! At the National Aviary, you can see and
learn about birds from all over the world, including bald eagles. Check out
their website at aviary.org to learn more.



Watch the Hays eagles themselves on the PixController livestreaming
webcam! The webcam offers a clear view into the Hays eagle nest during their
nesting season. Viewers can see live footage of the eagles at work and ask
questions in the chat. Visit pixcontroller.com/eagles/ to check out the
livestream.
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