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FOREWORD
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“He taught men to know birds; children to love them.” The epitaph of “the most articulate ornithologist of his generation” captures the then-novel blend of ornithologist and conservationist that was Frank M. Chapman (1864-1945). Creator of the first federal bird sanctuary; originator of the Christmas Bird Count; founder of Bird Lore, later to become Audubon Magazine; and author of groundbreaking ornithological texts, Chapman was passionate about protecting the birds he studied. Often lyrical, at times quaint, at others startling, Chapman’s Bird Life: A Guide to the Study of Our Common Birds invites the twenty-first century reader to contemplate how birds and bird appreciation in the eastern US have changed since 1897. Simply perusing the list of species included as “common” will give any birdwatcher pause, for the bobwhite, dickcissel, horned lark, vesper sparrow, and bobolink have, like the open farmland they once inhabited, now nearly vanished as resident breeders in the eastern United States. Frank Chapman describes a world that is no more. We must now travel with intent to find and observe any of these once abundant species in the East.

Bird Life was written when the much-lamented and celebrated passenger pigeon still existed, though the enormous flocks of “less than fifty years ago” were long gone. Yet not all of the contrasts in this important text incite wistfulness. Much in the human/avian interface has changed for the better. Gone are the days of “shotgun ornithology,” whereby we learned about a bird’s appearance and habits with the bang of a gun, dissection and examination of its stomach contents. The book is salted with observations that could have been gained in no other way, making for fascinating reading.

Throughout, our historically adversarial relationship with birds comes through in sometimes shocking ways. Herons, unprotected by any law, were shot for fun; egrets were killed for their plumes and “[Bald] Eagles are becoming so rare in the Northern States that their occurrence is sometimes commented on by the local press . . . Nevertheless, no opportunity to kill them is neglected, and the majestic birds who in life arouse our keenest admiration are sacrificed to the wanton desire to kill.”

I have often wondered why belted kingfishers, in contrast to all other kingfisher species I’ve observed, take immediate flight upon approach, whether on foot or by boat; their skittishness seeming extreme and unwarranted. Here, in this passage, may lay the answer:


The Kingfisher is generally branded a fish thief and accounted a fair mark for every man with a gun and, were it not for his discretion in judging distances and knowing just when to fly, he would long ago have disappeared from the haunts of man . . .



In these harsh times, Chapman is an advocate for birds we now would never think of killing: “Bee-keepers accuse the Kingbird of a taste for honeybees, but the examination, made by Prof. Beal, of two hundred and eighteen Kingbirds’ stomachs shows that the charge is unfounded.”

What an image this conjures! I am glad to live in a world where the notion of shooting 218 eastern kingbirds in order to prove their innocence as honeybee predators is not only unthinkable, but laughable—and illegal. So, it must be mentioned, is shooting any native non-game bird. And along with the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, finally passed in 1918, the destructive attitudes Chapman so passionately fought have changed as well.

In Chapman’s time, terns were still being slaughtered at their nesting colonies to be put on women’s hats; Pennsylvania still paid a bounty on dead hawks. Now, tern colonies throughout New England are maintained through intensive management, and hawk enthusiasts perch by the thousands on windswept Kittatinny Ridge in eastern Pennsylvania just to watch the splendor of raptor migration, at the very spot where, until 1934, tens of thousands of these birds were brought down by sport shooters.

Other things that are looking up for today’s birdwatchers: the plethora of field guides of every description, using paintings and photographs to help put a name on any mystery bird. Handy smartphone apps summon up images and sound recordings of birds, obviating the need to carry a heavy book in the field. Chapter VIII, “A Field Key to our Common Land Birds,” starkly demonstrates just how far bird identification has come. This text-only key, doubtless a great boon in its time, evoked a chuckle as I scanned the categories. The key, which moved through verbal descriptions of plumage and behavior of quite dissimilar birds, unaided by any illustrations, made me wonder how anyone of Chapman’s time came to know the birds, and I understood better why shotguns had been necessary for identification. Binoculars, mist nets, aluminum bands, and geotransmitters have long since replaced the shotgun as the primary tools for bird study.

In its anachronism, this book is fascinating fodder. Nearly every species account reveals changes in birds’ distribution, abundance, and even behavior from Chapman’s time. For instance, red-headed woodpeckers are described as locally common in summer; red-bellied woodpeckers did not merit mention. Today, red-headed woodpeckers are rare and very locally-situated in the Northeast, and red-bellied woodpeckers are now common, having extended their range from the American southeast well past the Canadian border. Common nighthawks are described as nesting “on the bare ground or a flat rock in open fields, and, rarely, on a house top in the city.” Today, natural nighthawk nests are virtually unknown, and almost all birds have taken to nesting on flat gravel roofs in cities. Similarly, chimney swifts have utterly changed their nesting behavior since 1897. “Swifts naturally nest in hollow trees or caves, and it is only in the more densely populated parts of their range that they resort to chimneys and outbuildings.” Today, tree nests in chimney swifts are rare enough to merit a note in an ornithological journal. Virtually all chimney swifts have switched to using manmade chimneys.

Some species accounts are real head-scratchers. Of the northern cardinal, Chapman writes, “. . . in spite of his bright colors, the Cardinal is a surprisingly difficult bird to see . . . The Cardinal is a bird of the Southern rather than the Northern states, and is rarely seen north of New York city . . . To one who associates it with magnolias . . . it seems strangely out of place amid snowy surroundings.” I paused. Since when do cardinals look out of place in snow? Chapman’s description of the rare, skulking southern cardinal may be attributed to the fact that this book was written before any hint of organized, regular bird feeding took hold. The massive subsidy of cardinals (not to mention red-bellied woodpeckers, tufted titmice, house finches, and Carolina wrens) with sunflower seed, peanuts, and suet has doubtless contributed to these species’ invasion of the Northeastern US. If one wanted to see goldfinches, Chapman recommended you “devote a corner of your garden to sunflowers.” This is a far cry from the continually replenished feeding stations in millions of backyards around the country. This is only one of the myriad ways in which the human/bird interface has radically changed since Chapman’s time. Which, in its turn, has helped to shape avian range expansions. Humanity’s influence is most of the story in changing bird distributions.

Surprisingly, there are very few outright errors to be found in this work; most of the inaccuracies are a result of actual changes in bird distribution, abundance, and behavior. Ruby-throated hummingbirds incubate their eggs for seventeen, not ten days; and birds are now known to be descended not from reptiles but from dinosaurs. But beyond the fun of ferreting out how much times have changed for birds and birdwatchers, the unexpected delight of the book is the whimsical beauty of Frank Chapman’s writing. Describing the skulky behavior of cuckoos, he opines: “. . . there is something about the Cuckoo’s actions which always suggests to me that he either has just done, or is about to do, something he shouldn’t.”

A few things about bird study will, apparently, never change. How completely this passage resonates in 1897 and 2017:


The sight of a bird or the sound of its voice is at all times an event of such significance to me, a source of such unfailing pleasure, that when I go afield with those to whom birds are strangers, I am deeply impressed by the comparative barrenness of their world, for they live in ignorance of the great store of enjoyment which might be theirs for the asking.



Chapman goes on to describe the elder statesmen of nature study whom he’d been privileged to know:


All had passed the allotted threescore and ten, and some were over fourscore. The friends and associates of their earlier days had passed away, and one might imagine that they had no interest in life and were simply waiting for the end. But these veterans were old in years only. Their hearts were young. The earth was fair; plants still bloomed, and birds sang for them. There was no idle waiting here; the days were all too short. With what boyish ardor they told of some recent discovery; what inspiration there was in their enthusiasm!



No one could better sum up the rejuvenating powers of nature, and bird study in particular. Frank Chapman’s title of Dean of American Ornithology was well earned. We owe it to ourselves and the birds to read his important book, to reflect on all that has changed and all that remains unchanged, and the myriad ways in which birds make our lives more meaningful and beautiful.


PREFACE.
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How unusual it is to meet any one who can correctly name a dozen of our birds! One may live in the country and still know only two or three of the one hundred and fifty or more kinds of birds that may be found during the year. Nevertheless, these gay, restless creatures, both by voice and action, constantly invite our attention, and they are far too interesting and beautiful to be ignored. No one to whom Nature appeals should be without some knowledge of these, the most attractive of her animate forms.

The scientific results to be derived from the study of birds are fully realized by the naturalist. But there are other results equally important. I would have every one know of them: results that add to our pleasure in field and wood, and give fresh interest to walks that before were eventless; that quicken both ear and eye, making us hear and see where before we were deaf and blind. Then, to our surprise, we shall discover that the forests and pastures we have known all our lives are tenanted by countless feathered inhabitants whose companionship will prove a source of endless enjoyment.

I would enter a special plea for the study of birds in the schools; for the more general introduction of ornithology in natural-history courses. Frogs and crayfish serve an excellent purpose, but we may not encounter either of them after leaving the laboratory; whereas birds not only offer excellent opportunities for study, but are always about us, and even a slight familiarity with them will be of value long after school days are over.

Popular interest must precede the desire for purely technical knowledge. The following pages are not addressed to past masters in ornithology, but to those who desire a general knowledge of bird-life and some acquaintance with our commoner birds. The opening chapters of this book briefly define the bird, its place in Nature and its relation to man, and outline the leading facts in its life-history. The concluding chapters present the portraits, names, and addresses of upward of one hundred familiar birds of eastern North America, with such information concerning their comings and goings as will lead, I trust, to their being found at home.

After this introduction the student may be left on the threshold, with the assurance that his entrance to the innermost circles of bird-life depends entirely on his own patience and enthusiasm.

FRANK M. CHAPMAN.

AMERICAN MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY,
NEW YORK CITY, January, 1897.
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FIGURES IN THE TEXT.

  1. Restoration of the Archæopteryx, a toothed, reptilelike bird of the Jurassic period

  2. End of spearlike tongue of Pileated Woodpecker

  3. Tip of tail of (a) Downy Woodpecker, (b) Brown Creeper, to show the pointed shape in tails of creeping birds of different families

  4. Young Hoatzin, showing use of hooked fingers in climbing

  5. Short, rounded wing and large foot of Little Black Rail, a terrestrial bird

  6. Long, pointed wing and small foot of Tree Swallow, an aërial bird

  7. Frigate-bird

  8. Great Auk, showing relatively small wing

  9. Wing of Woodcock, showing three outer attenuate feathers

10. Jacana, showing spurred wing and elongated toes

11. Tail-feathers of Motmot (Momotus subrufescens), showing newly grown feathers and results of self-inflicted mutilation

12. Lobed foot of Coot (Fulica americana), a swimming bird of the Rail family

13. Lobed foot of a Phalarope (Crymophilus fulicarius), a swimming bird of the Snipe family

14. Flamingo, showing relative length of legs and neck in a wading bird

15. Foot of Fish Hawk, showing large claws and spicules on under surface of toes

16. Naked toes of Ruffed Grouse in summer; fringed toes of Ruffed Grouse in winter

17. Decurved bill of Sickle-bill Hummingbird

18. Serrate bill of Merganser, a fish-eating bird

19. Probelike bill of Woodcock, showing extent to which upper mandible can be moved

20. Recurved bill of Avocet

21. Bill of Spoonbill Sandpiper

22. Curved bill of female, straight bill of male Huia-bird

23. Feathers from back of Snowflake, showing seasonal changes in form and color due to wearing off of tips

24. Eggs of (a) Spotted Sandpiper and (b) Catbird, to show difference in size of eggs of præcocial and altricial birds of same size

25. Topography of a bird


BIRD-LIFE.
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CHAPTER I.

THE BIRD: ITS PLACE IN NATURE AND RELATION TO MAN.

The Bird’s Place in Nature.*—About thirteen thousand species of birds are known to science. The structure of many of these has been carefully studied, and all have been classified, at least provisionally. Taken as a whole, the class Aves, in which all birds are placed, is more clearly defined than any other group of the higher animals. That is, the most unlike birds are more closely allied than are the extremes among mammals, fishes, or reptiles, and all living birds possess the distinctive characters of their class.

When compared with other animals, birds are found to occupy second place in the scale of life. They stand between mammals and reptiles, and are more closely related to the latter than to the former. In fact, certain extinct birds so clearly connect living birds with reptiles, that these two classes are sometimes placed in one group—the Sauropsida.

The characters that distinguish birds from mammals on the one hand, and from reptiles on the other, are more apparent than real. Thus flight, the most striking of a bird’s gifts, is shared by bats among mammals. Egg-laying is the habit of most reptiles and of three mammals (the Australian duckbill and the echidnas). But incubation by one or both of the parents is peculiar to birds, though the python is said to coil on its eggs.

Birds breathe more rapidly than either mammals or reptiles, and their pneumaticity, or power of inflating numerous air-sacs and even certain bones, is unique.

The temperature of birds ranges from 100° to 112°, while in mammals it reaches 98° to 100°, and in the comparatively cold-blooded reptiles it averages only 40°.

The skull in mammals articulates with the last vertebra (atlas) by two condyles or balls; in birds and reptiles by only one. In mammals and birds the heart has four chambers; in reptiles it has but three.

Mammals and reptiles both have teeth, a character possessed by no existing bird; but fossil birds apparently prove that early in the development of the class all birds had teeth.

Thus we might continue the comparison, finding that birds have no universal peculiarities of structure which are not present in some degree in either mammals or reptiles, until we come to their external covering. The reptile is scaled, and so is the fish; the mammal is haired, and so are some insects; but birds alone possess feathers. They are worn by every bird—a fit clothing for a body which is a marvelous combination of beauty, lightness, and strength.

There is good evidence for the belief that birds have descended from reptilian ancestors. This evidence consists of the remains of fossil birds, some of which show marked reptilian characters and, as just said, are toothed. It is unnecessary to discuss here the relationships of the birdlike reptiles, but, as the most convincing argument in support of the theory of the reptilian descent of birds, I present a restoration of the Archæopteryx, the earliest known progenitor of the class Aves. This restoration is based on an examination of previous restorations in connection with a study of the excellent plates which have been published of the fossils themselves.* Two specimens have been discovered; one being now in the British Museum, the other in the Berlin Museum. They were both found in the lithographic slates of Solenhofen, in Bavaria, a formation of the Jurassic period, and, together, furnish the more important details of the structure of this reptilelike bird.

[image: images]

FIG. 1.—Restoration of the Archæopteryx, a toothed, reptilelike bird of the Jurassic period. (About ⅕ natural size.)

This restoration, therefore, while doubtless inaccurate in minor points, is still near enough to the truth to give a correct idea of this extraordinary bird’s appearance.

The Archæopteryx was about the size of a Crow. Its long, feathered tail is supposed to have acted as an aëroplane, assisting in the support of the bird while it was in the air, but its power of flight was doubtless limited. It was arboreal and probably never descended to the earth, but climbed about the branches of trees, using its large, hooked fingers in passing from limb to limb.

The wanderings of this almost quadrupedal creature must necessarily have been limited, but its winged descendants of to-day are more generally distributed than are any other animals.* They roam the earth from pole to pole; they are equally at home on a wave-washed coral reef or in an arid desert, amid arctic snows or in the shades of a tropical forest. This is due not alone to their powers of flight but to their adaptability to varying conditions of life. Although, as I have said, birds are more closely related among themselves than are the members of either of the other higher groups of animals, and all birds agree in possessing the more important distinguishing characters of their class, yet they show a wide range of variation in structure.

This, in most instances, is closely related to habits, which in birds are doubtless more varied than in any of the other higher animals. Some birds, like Penguins, are so aquatic that they are practically helpless on land. Their wings are too small to support them in the air, but they fly under water with great rapidity, and might be termed feathered porpoises. Others, like the Ostrich, are terrestrial, and can neither fly nor swim. Others still, like the Frigate Birds, are aërial. Their small feet are of use only in perching, and their home is in the air.

If now we should compare specimens of Penguins, Ostriches, and Frigate-birds with each other, and with such widely different forms as Hummingbirds, Woodpeckers, Parrots, and others, we would realize still more clearly the remarkable amount of variation shown by birds. This great difference in form is accompanied by a corresponding variation in habit, making possible, as before remarked, the wide distribution of birds, which, together with their size and abundance, renders them of incalculable importance to man. Their economic value, however, may be more properly spoken of under

The Relation of Birds to Man.—The relation of birds to man is threefold—the scientific, the economic, and the æsthetic. No animals form more profitable subjects for the scientist than birds. The embryologist, the morphologist, and the systematist, the philosophic naturalist and the psychologist, all may find in them exhaustless material for study. It is not my purpose, however, to speak here of the science of ornithology. Let us learn something of the bird in its haunts before taking it to the laboratory. The living bird can not fail to attract us; the dead bird—voiceless, motionless—we will leave for future dissection.

The economic value of birds to man lies in the service they render in preventing the undue increase of insects, in devouring small rodents, in destroying the seeds of harmful plants, and in acting as scavengers.

Leading entomologists estimate that insects cause an annual loss of at least two hundred million dollars to the agricultural interests of the United States. The statement seems incredible, but is based upon reliable statistics. This, of course, does not include the damage done to ornamental shrubbery, shade and forest trees. But if insects are the natural enemies of vegetation, birds are the natural enemies of insects. Consider for a moment what the birds are doing for us any summer day, when insects are so abundant that the hum of their united voices becomes an almost inherent part of the atmosphere.

In the air Swallows and Swifts are coursing rapidly to and fro, ever in pursuit of the insects which constitute their sole food. When they retire, the Nighthawks and Whip-poor-wills will take up the chase, catching moths and other nocturnal insects which would escape day-flying birds. The Flycatchers lie in wait, darting from ambush at passing prey, and with a suggestive click of the bill returning to their post. The Warblers, light, active creatures, flutter about the terminal foliage, and with almost the skill of a Hummingbird pick insects from leaf or blossom. The Vireos patiently explore the under sides of leaves and odd nooks and corners to see that no skulker escapes. The Woodpeckers, Nuthatches, and Creepers attend to the tree trunks and limbs, examining carefully each inch of bark for insects’ eggs and larvæ, or excavating for the ants and borers they hear at work within. On the ground the hunt is continued by the Thrushes, Sparrows, and other birds, who feed upon the innumerable forms of terrestrial insects. Few places in which insects exist are neglected; even some species which pass their earlier stages or entire lives in the water are preyed upon by aquatic birds.

Birds digest their food so rapidly, that it is difficult to estimate from the contents of a bird’s stomach at a given time how much it eats during the day. The stomach of a Yellow-billed Cuckoo, shot at six o’clock in the morning, contained the partially digested remains of forty-three tent caterpillars, but how many it would have eaten before night no one can say.

Mr. E. H. Forbush, Ornithologist of the Board of Agriculture of Massachusetts, states that the stomachs of four Chickadees contained one thousand and twenty-eight eggs of the cankerworm. The stomachs of four other birds of the same species contained about six hundred eggs and one hundred and five female moths of the cankerworm. The average number of eggs found in twenty of these moths was one hundred and eighty-five; and as it is estimated that a Chickadee may eat thirty female cankerworm moths per day during the twenty-five days which these moths crawl up trees, it follows that in this period each Chickadee would destroy one hundred and thirty-eight thousand seven hundred and fifty eggs of this noxious insect.

Professor Forbes, Director of the Illinois State Laboratory of Natural History, found one hundred and seventy-five larvæ of Bibio—a fly which in the larval stage feeds on the roots of grass—in the stomach of a single Robin, and the intestine contained probably as many more.

Many additional cases could be cited, showing the intimate relation of birds to insect-life, and emphasizing the necessity of protecting and encouraging these little-appreciated allies of the agriculturist.

The service rendered man by birds in killing the small rodents so destructive to crops is performed by Hawks and Owls—birds the uninformed farmer considers his enemies. The truth is that, with two exceptions, the Sharp-shinned and Cooper’s Hawk, all our commoner Hawks and Owls are beneficial. In his exhaustive study of the foods of these birds Dr. A. K. Fisher, Assistant Ornithologist of the United States Department of Agriculture, has found that ninety per cent of the food of the Red-shouldered Hawk, commonly called “Chicken Hawk” or “Hen Hawk,” consists of injurious mammals and insects, while two hundred castings of the Barn Owl contained the skulls of four hundred and fifty-four small mammals, no less than two hundred and twenty-five of these being skulls of the destructive field or meadow mouse.

Still, these birds are not only not protected, but in some States a price is actually set upon their heads! Dr. C. Hart Merriam, Ornithologist and Mammalogist of the United States Department of Agriculture, has estimated that in offering a bounty on Hawks and Owls, which resulted in the killing of over one hundred thousand of these birds, the State of Pennsylvania sustained a loss of nearly four million dollars in one year and a half!

As destroyers of the seeds of harmful plants, the good done by birds can not be overestimated. From late fall to early spring, seeds form the only food of many birds, and every keeper of cage-birds can realize how many a bird may eat in a day. Thus, while the Chickadees, Nuthatches, Woodpeckers, and some other winter birds are ridding the trees of myriads of insects’ eggs and larvæ, the granivorous birds are reaping a crop of seeds which, if left to germinate, would cause a heavy loss to our agricultural interests.

As scavengers we understand that certain birds are of value to us, and therefore we protect them. Thus the Vultures or Buzzards of the South are protected both by law and public sentiment, and as a result they are not only exceedingly abundant, but remarkably tame. But we do not realize that Gulls and some other water birds are also beneficial as scavengers in eating refuse which, if left floating on the water, would often be cast ashore to decay. Dr. George F. Gaumer, of Yucatan, tells me that the killing of immense numbers of Herons and other littoral birds in Yucatan has been followed by an increase in human mortality among the inhabitants of the coast, which he is assured is a direct result of the destruction of birds that formerly assisted in keeping the beaches and bayous free from decaying animal matter.
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