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Preface

come to us or depart, rather than to follow the civil
calendar, which has no true application to the course
of Nature.

I think that the fact of his being my son (paire
vagabundo filius vagabundior) should not deter me
from here making acknowledgment of the yeoman
service rendered by a very youthful colleague who
shares with me a pretty heavy pack when we take
the road together.

JOHN MACLAIR BORASTON.

STRETFORD,
September, 1903.
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Birds by L:jmd and Sea

undertaking a four-mile walk with the avowed in-
tention of “observing” birds at the end of it,
cast upon common objects that glamour in which
“things are not what they seem.”

It is an open question if we were to be regarded
as fortunate in having lighted first upon a gold-crest,
a bird at once somewhat rare in our parts, and easily
recognizable ; since, the elation we experienced in
watching the tiny creature with the golden slash
along its crest, and the satisfaction we felt at our
ability to identify it, may have unfitted us for equally
reliable observation in the sequel.

Be that as it may, we continued to advance by
the side of a bramble-covered ditch in which the
gold-crest had flitted to and fro beneath our eyes,
until we came to a row of high beeches lining the
farther side of the ditch, with a farmstead in view a
furlong ahead of us.

“Look ! ” I exclaimed suddenly ; for, at the foot
of one of the trees, the dried grass had been pressed
down to form a circular ground-nest a foot in
diameter, and in the centre of it, exposed to the view
of the whole countryside, lay one great cream-
coloured egg.

I am afraid that at that time we should have
considered such a prize legitimate scientific plunder
in the closest preserves, and in a moment we had
leaped the fence, and appropriated it as the first
specimen for a prospective cabinet. -

As we were crossing the ditch to return, we
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observed a similar egg, but this time pure white,
lying in an excavation that had been screened by
the overhanging edge of the ditch. This we like-
wise secured, holding it to be another variety.

We bore those eggs carefully home, with much
speculation by the way as to the nature of the bird
which made a nest a foot across at the base of trees
standing in open grass fields, and which, upon
occasion, was capable of excavating an earthy nest
equally large, depositing therein an egg of com-
mensurate bulk.

Upon our reaching home, the verdict of the
kitchen was that those eggs were the production of
the ordinary domestic hen. There is not much
ornithology in a kitchen.

After searching carefully through the illustrations
and descriptions of the eggs of the larger species
of wild fowl, it became evident that our specimens
were either too rare or too common to be included
among the eggs of regular British breeding birds.
It then required only a little time to enable the latter
view to mature, and we relinquished them, with not
a little heartburning, to the prosaic offices of the
kitchen.

Having eaten those eggs, we are in a position
to affirm that they were freshly laid eggs of the
domestic hen, which, although also a reliable ob-
servation, is probably of no great ornithological
interest.

We have seen many birds and nests and eggs

3



Birds by Land and Sea

since those days, but the glory of that September
afternoon, when we first went out to  observe,” and
returned, each with a hen’s egg in his pocket, will
not come again.

Some years elapsed between the experience re-
counted above and the time when I resolved to
commit to writing the record of a year’s doings
among the .birds of my own district, and of such
as I might come across in short excursions into the
adjacent country, or during holidays spent farther
afield.

It was then the last week of September, 1902—
the second great crisis of the year in bird-world.

Looked at mentally, the distribution of bird-life
presents itself as a great permanent stream of birds
encircling the globe between the Polar regions and
the equator—a stream, however, which flows across
rather than along.

Already in August the first waves of the migra-
tory tide rippled southward, giving earnest of a
movement destined to break up the calm full flood
of summer life. Daily and nightly, with increasing
frequency and volume, one living wave followed
another, and we, who live within the northern bank,
as it were, of this great bird-stream, found ourselves
lett among the shallows, from which the outward-
flowing tide of bird-life was drawing off.

Although prepared in some measure by the
temporary retirement of numbers of the birds
during the moulting season for their subsequent
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total withdrawal, any one accustomed to life in the
open could not fail to be struck with a deeper sense
of silence and solitude as the month of September
drew toward its close. True, the cuckoo was gone
long since, and forgotten. But, then, the cuckoo is
a law to himself, and has special dispensation in more
matters than early going. It seemed, however, but
a matter of days since the swift was darting about
like the runaway head of an enchanted pickaxe, and
thousands of swallows and martins clustered on the
sallows by the open waters. But the disappearance
of the swift on the 3rd September struck the note of
the month. I had noticed that the bird was absent
from his usual haunt by the river on the 29th
August—a gusty, inclement day, with rain. As it
reappeared on the 3rd September in its usual place,
it had evidently been under shelter during the
boisterous last days of August. This, however, was
its last appearance, and we could only wish him a
safe voyage, a healthy moult, and a punctual return.

In the older classification the swift was bracketed
with swallows and martins ; but there were several
points distinguishing it from those birds. It arrives
later, and departs sooner than any of them ; it lays
two eggs only, and has but one brood in a season,
whereas they lay from four to six eggs, and have two
broods. But structural differences have caused it
to be transferred to the group of birds including
the cuckoo, woodpecker, night-jar, and kingfisher.
Nevertheless, it is evident that there exists a true
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affinity between the swift and the swallow tribe apart
from their superficial resemblance, a fact to which
the birds themselves give countenance by frequently
consorting together on the wing, so that it is not
uncommon to observe swift, swallow, house and
sand-martins all hawking together. Of these birds
—all fast fliers—the swift ranks first in this respect,
achieving the greatest speed by the least exertion.
This he no doubt owes to the great length of his
wings, which, although narrow, are also very firm
and strong.

The swift is in general a higher flier than either
swallows or martins, and it has been thought that
its earlier retiral was due to a deficiency of such
insects as swifts are accustomed to find in the higher
regions of the air ; but I am persuaded that this is
not the only cause, for, if the swift is abroad on
boisterous days, it will hawk with the swallows and
martins low down to the river, which, being pro-
tected by elevated banks, serves at such times to
draw all these birds under shelter and to a convenient
focus.

The swift left us upon the first lull of strong
south-west winds, and the day was one of bright
sunshine, and notable for the immense number of
insects in the air.  Columns of gnats swayed beside,
or above, most of the trees in the meadows, and
many of these contained such multitudes as to appear
like columns of smoke, and to be readily visible at a
great distance.
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Stopping upon a small bridge which crosses a
brook at its entrance into the river Mersey, I was
between two immense columns of these gnats, which
reached from about three to fifteen feet above the
water. The columns were roughly cylindrical, with
a diameter of two feet or thereabout, and the gnats
themselves about half an inch distant from one
another. The increased thickness of the column
at the centre gave it the appearance of an inner
denser column, which more clearly showed the
serpentine undulation of the whole. Every gnat’s
head pointed in the same direction—towards the
sun, then about to set. At one moment the whole
column was rigid ; the next a number of the insects
shot forward and then backward, always keeping
their heads towards the sun, the rapid movements
and multitudinous lines of flight leaving upon the
deceived eye the impression of a suddenly woven
black network. At the slightest breath of wind the
column sank like a solid thing between the banks ;
upon its cessation it rose again with a simultaneous
movement of its numberless parts.

As interesting as the simultaneous uniformity
of movement were the sounds emitted by these
great hosts of gnats. One of them was a continuous
rustle as of millions of tiny straws shaken together ;
the other a high metallic note of a fixed and common
pitch—if the ear may be trusted to discern pitch in
sounds so acute. It required little imagination to
elevate these two sounds—which a small noise, as
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we conceive of noise, would have drowned—into
the mighty volume of sound such as it probably
seemed to the gnats themselves. A choral utterance
upon such a scale can never have been heard among
men, for, upon a rough computation, each of these
columns would contain six hundred thousand per-
formers, and similar columns could be observed
wherever one looked.

Upon such a day the swift left us, and, as if
to give assurance that there was no scarcity aloft,
the small sand-martins left the river, and, mounting
to a great height, continued to hawk about there for
the remainder of the day. Itis probable that the
common gnat is not to the liking of the swallow
tribe, for, in spite of their numbers, they seemed to
be left undisturbed by the birds.

We have no great number of house-martins in
our neighbourhood, and I had to go to Ashley to
find a colony of any importance. There, beneath
both eaves and inside the roof of an old wooden hay-
shed, is a colony of about a hundred and fifty nests.
They are practically continuous—often contiguous
—along both eaves, and in some places a second
nest has been affixed beneath the one adjoining the
eaves. “I never washes ’em out. Let’em ’ave their
bit o’ pleasure like anybody else,” an old hand on the
farm said to me ; and this, no doubt, is the reason
why the birds flock back every spring to the old shed.

What a tumult there is when they first arrive !
What a mad chasing of one another with wild cries
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about the old home! But the work of building or
repairing soon claims their attention. Both birds
work, each in turn bringing a little pat of mud and
fixing it in position by the pressure of its chin. The
mud shell thus formed is affixed to the upright,
planed surface of the joist supporting the eaves, and
is rounded to a rough quarter-sphere, a semicircular
opening being left at the top where the shell adjoins
the eaves. This opening is, as a rule, at the front
of the nest; but I once found a nest where, owing
to lack of depth in the eaves, a front opening would
have admitted rain to the nest: the bird therefore
wisely constructed its nest with the opening in the
corner at the back where the wall and eaves met.
It is probably too late to inquire whence man
derived his custom of mixing hair with his mortar ;
the martins also have this habit. The inside of
the nest is lined with fine grass and feathers, and the
martin never refuses a feather at any time during the
season.

From the time when the hen bird begins to sit,
the everlasting coming and going of the birds from
morning till evening continues ; first, when the males
feed the nest-ridden hens ; and then, when the latter
feed their young. When these young ones appear
at the opening of the nest— little black-headed
creatures with white bibs—waiting for supplies, or
poking their heads and breasts out to get a view of
the wonderful world of the farmyard below, the colony
enters upon its most interesting phase. Every second
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or two an old bird dashes up with an excited “ Pri/
pri!” and as she approaches the young recognize her,
and respond with a chorus of « Ick-pri’s ! Hanging
on to the edge of the nest, she delivers her catch of
flies, but with such haste that it is to be feared that
the selfish little beggar who manages to keep posses-
sion of the doorway, so as almost to block it with
his obtrusive person, gets the lion’s share of the
provision. The young of the house-martin, like
the young of the swallow, are evidently taught that
no good bird must foul his nest, even though it be
a mud one, and from time to time a small tail
appears over the rim of the orifice as the chick
reverses his position in order to comply with this
first rule of domestic propriety. Any slips are
remedied by the parent bird, who carries in her bill
the little membranous sac, and drops it and its
contents at some distance from the nest.

During September second broods occupy the
nests, and even during October young ones may
be seen waiting impatiently for the supplies which
now come more rarely, being harder to find in these
late days, when each night nips the land with the
tightening pinch of approaching winter. In early
October these late broods may be seen exercising
with the old birds in the air preparatory to their
departure ; and then some day—it was the 19th
October in 19o2—they no longer appear. Never-
theless, even at that moment there were young birds
in the nests.
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Although I have watched these late broods in
order to witness, if possible, the very act of desertion,
I do not know that I have ever been witness to it.
There would in all probability be the excited evolu-
tions of the old bird with which she is wont to
encourage the first flight of the young, and, in
addition, an urgency which the latter would fail to
comprehend. Feeling themselves unable to respond
to it, they would continue to watch her unmoved
from their places in the nest. I have wondered that
the old bird should not at such times—as at other
times she is apt enough to do—enter the nest and
turn them out on the chance of their flying. But
such does not appear to be her habit. In the end
she abandons them, and throughout that fatal day
the young probably continue to watch for the mother
who will never return, until, weak and hungry, they
creep back into the nest, for the first time without a
sheltering wing to cover them from the chill night
air. It is well that the birds have short memories,
for, when they return in the following spring, they
have been known to draw out the shrivelled bodies
of the young they forsook in the preceding autumn,
and having cleared the nest of these unremembered
children, set about preparing it for the advent of the
more fortunate spring brood.

Seeing that this colony produces certainly upwards
of a thousand new birds each year, and that the birds
return to the site year after year, it seems a matter
for some surprise that the number of the nests
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remains more or less stationary. The enormous
wastage of life this suggests would be more than
offset by the increase in numbers if only a quarter
of the young ones of one season returned to add
two broods to the colony in the following one.

During September the swallows are much increased
in numbers by the advent of birds bred in the sur-
rounding country, which now come to fly up and
down the river in company with the host of sand-
martins,

Of the latter species we have always a goodly
number, but towards the close of the season several
thousands frequent the river Mersey in our neigh-
bourhood. Where the banks have been sapped and
fallen in, leaving soft earthy or sand walls at the side
of the river, this little mouse-coloured martin makes
its nest. The colonies individually do not comprise
many nests, but they occur frequently along the
banks, There is no need to search for them,
because the birds belonging to any particular
colony have a certain beat on the river before it,
and by their presence indicate the site. The nesting-
holes are about four feet deep, being bored hori-
zontally into the bank at about ten feet above the
average level of the water. At the end of the passage
is a wider chamber, in which the nest—a bedding of
fine grass lined with feathers—is placed. I have
found these tunnels bored in converging lines so
as to meet in a common chamber at the end ; but
probably the birds themselves were not a little
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surprised at this result when they met inside the
earth.

The bank or sand-martin is the one untamed
spirit of the swallow tribe. Whilst swift and house-
martin at times revert to what must once have been
their universal habit of nesting on the high crags,
the little sand-martin has never left the state of
nature, and only avails himself unconsciously of man’s
handiwork when he tunnels his nesting-hole into
the side of some sand-pit or railway embankment.

At the end of the season in 1902, these birds
used to congregate to roost upon a line of sallows
overhanging a sheet of water near the river, clustering
upon the slender wands until they bent beneath their
weight. At sundown the sallows were literally alive
with this fluttering, twittering host, full of excite-
ment and commotion. In September, 1903, the
water had been drained off and the sallows cut
down, and some time before sunset the birds used
to get up high into the sky and move round in
wide arcs, suddenly condensing and as suddenly
dispersing, until before sunset they had drawn off
in such a manner as scarcely to afford an indication
of the direction in which they went. I failed to find
their roosting-place, but judging from the general
movement of the birds coming in from the more
distant reaches of the river, and the direction in
which they headed when last seen, I inferred that
it lay somewhere west of Stretford, and at no great
distance.

13
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On the 10th September sudden gales and rains
caused the river to rise about fifteen feet in one night,
and when I went out early the following morning I
found the water in places pouring over the high
embankment into the meadows. Strangest sight of
all was the companies of sand-martins flying on their
usual beats, and with their usual cheerful note, at
the edge of the swollen river, picking from the
water the insects which had been washed up from
the submerged grassy banks. Although their nest-
ing-holes were now some five or six feet beneath the
surface of the water, the birds still recognized the
old landmarks, and continued to beat up and down
on the former lines, apparently unconscious of the
catastrophe which had befallen them. However,
they probably suffered no great loss by the inun-
dation, for I had noticed that for some time previously
they no longer entered their nesting-holes. Cold
days and nights succeeding, the birds drew off
rapidly, the greater portion of them leaving on
the 14th September, and only a few remaining
until the morning of the 15th. By noon of that
day these, too, had disappeared, so that punctually
at the middle of September the sand-martin left us.

Although what is known of the migration of
birds is meagre enough as compared with what
remains to be learned, there are few chapters in
the history of bird science which are more engaging
in the retrospect than the gradual formation and con-
firmation of the theory that certain species of birds

14



September

annually come and go with the regularity of the
equinoxes themselves. In the light of more recently
acquired knowledge, one can trace with sympathetic
interest and some amusement the doubtful steps of
those who every autumn asked with the perplexity of
the child in the song, ¢ Oh, where and oh where are
my pretty swallows gone ?”

It was natural that the annual disappearance and
reappearance of the swallow tribe should be fixed
upon as the crux in the attempt to solve the
question of migration generally ; for, while these
birds are with us, there is no other which is more in
evidence ; and when they depart, the gap they create
is too obvious to be overlooked. Their intimate
association with man, their habit of swarming in
conspicuous places just before migration, and of
returning in the spring in vast congregations, as
well as the suddenness of their arrival and departure,
caused these movements to be more remarked than
would have been the case in birds of less gregarious
habit.

The retrospect is not without instruction or the
satisfaction to be derived from the reflection that in
the end wisdom 1is justified of her children.

The tradition—of hoary antiquity even in Dr.
Johnson’s days—that swallows hibernated under
water found dogmatic finality in that learned gentle-
man’s dictum : ¢ Swallows certainly sleep all the
winter. A number of them conglobulate together
by flying round and round, and then all in a heap
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throw themselves under water, and lie in the bed
of the river ”—an instance of the fallibility of
literary judgments in matters scientific.

The wisdom which comes after the event enables
one to appreciate the delightfully naive spirit in
which another Mr. Johnson, writing from Brignall
on the 7th May, 1686, to John Ray, the naturalist,
states : “ On the back Side you have the Description
of a new English Bird. It agrees in material Points
with your Garrulus Bokemicus ; and therefore I
imagine it to be of that Sort, for some Birds vary
much in Colour. They came near us in great Flocks,
like Field-Fares, and fed upon Haws, as they do. 1
cannot but think that the Wars in those Parts have
frighted them from thence, and brought them
hither this Winter (which with us was above measure
plentiful in Haws), for certainly they are not Natives.
And now ’tis in my Thoughts, I would intreat you,
at your best Leisure, to let me know if you can tell
any thing concerning the Birds of Passage, whither
they go, when they leave us ? If it be granted the
Swallow Kind, and such small Birds, do hide them-
selves in Rocks and Trees, yet Storks, Soland-Geese,
and Birds of great Size cannot possibly do so. The
Moon is too far a Journey, and a New World in the
South temperate Zone methinks they can hardly
reach, seeing Wild-Geese from Ireland, and Wood-
Cocks from Norway, come often so tired to us;
and yet how they should ’scape the eyes of so
many diligent Enquirers, both by Sea and Land,
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especially since our Increase of Trade and Navigation,
is to me a Matter of no less Difficulty.”

But it is toward dear old Gilbert White of
Selborne that one warms with equal sympathy and
respect. Again and again he opens his mind on this
subject in that inimitable series of letters constituting
the “Natural History of Selborne.” He has the
true scientific horror of extremes.

“As to swallows being found in a torpid state
during winter,” he writes, . . . I never heard any
such account worth attending to. But a clergyman,
of an inquisitive turn, assures me, that when he was a
great boy, some workmen, in pulling down the battle-
ments of a church tower early in the spring, found
" two or three swifts among the rubbish, which were at
first appearance dead ; but, on being carried toward the
fire, revived. He told me that, out of his great care
to preserve them, he put them in a paper bag, and
hung them by the kitchen fire, where they were
suffocated.”

Further on, in the same letter, adverting to the
fact that broods of young swallows came forth so
late as the 18th September, he asks, “Are not
these late hatchings more in favour of hiding than
migration ? 7’

Then, as to the swarming of swallows prior to
migrating, he writes (Letter XIL.) : “In the autumn
I could not help being much amused with those
myriads of the swallow kind which assemble in those
parts. But what struck me most was, that from the
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time they began to congregate, forsaking the chimneys
and houses, they roosted every night in the osier beds
of the aits of that river (the Thames). Now, this
resorting toward that element, at that season of the
year, seems to give some countenance to the northern
opinion (strange as it is) of their retiring under
water.”’

Writing again in February of 1769, he states :
“If ever I saw anything like actual migration, it was
last Michaelmas Day. . . . We were then on a large
heath, or common, and I could discern, as the mist
began to break away, great numbers of swallows
clustering on the stunted shrubs and bushes, as if
they had roosted there all night. As soon as the air
became clear and pleasant, they all were on the wing
at once ; and, by a placid and easy flight, proceeded
on southward, towards the sea. After this I did not
see any more flocks, only now and then a straggler.
I cannot agree with those persons who assert that the
swallow kind disappear some and some, gradually, as
they come ; for the bulk of them seem to withdraw
at once ; only some stragglers stay behind a long
while, and do never, there is the greatest reason to
believe, leave this island. Swallows seem to lay
themselves up, and to come forth in a warm day,
as bats do continually of a warm evening, after they
have disappeared for weeks. For a very respectable
gentleman assured me that, as he was walking with
some friends under Merton wall on a remarkably
hot noon, either in the last week in December or
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the first week in January, he espied three or four
swallows huddled together on the moulding of one
of the windows of that college.”

If only the “clergyman of an inquisitive turn’
and the “very respectable gentleman” would have
spared the perplexed naturalist their trivialities !
Theirs is the only testimony we have to set aside ;
his observations are unimpeachable to-day.

Our last glimpse of him is in Letter XCIX., in
which he writes : “Much the most considerable part
of the house martins withdraw from hence about the
first week in October ; but some, the later broods,
I am now convinced, linger on till the middle of
that month ; and, at times, once perhaps in two or
three years, a flight for one day only has shown
itself in the first week of November. Having taken
notice in October, 1780, that the last flight was
numerous, amounting perhaps to one hundred and
fifty, and that the season was soft and still, I resolved
to pay uncommon attention to these late birds, to
find if possible where they roosted, and to deter-
mine the precise time of their retreat.”

After describing minutely their place and manner
of roosting, he continues : “I watched them on the
thirteenth and fourteenth October, and found their
evening retreat was exact and uniform ; but after
this they made no regular appearance. Now and
then a straggler was seen ; and on the twenty-second
of October I observed two in the morning over the
village, and with them my remarks for the season
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ended. From all these circumstances put together,
it is more than probable that this lingering flight, at
so late a season of the year, never departed from this
island. Had they indulged me that autumn with a
November visit, as I much desired, I presume that,
with proper assistants, I should have settled the
matter past all doubt; but though the third of
November was a sweet day, and, in appearance,
exactly suited to my wishes, yet not a martin was
to be seen, and so I was forced reluctantly to give -
up the pursuit.”

One cannot but sympathize with the perplexed
naturalist in his closing reference to the subject:
“I have only to add that, were the bushes, which
cover some acres, and are not my property, to be
grubbed and carefully examined, probably these late
broods, and perhaps the whole aggregate body of the
house martins of the district, might be found there
in different secret dormitories ; and that, so far from
withdrawing into warmer climes, it would appear
that they never depart three hundred yards from
the village.”—So human, so confident, and, withal,
upon grounds apparently so sufficient ; and yet—so
mistaken !

Still, it requires little imagination to recognize,
even at this distance of time, that to White and his
contemporaries migration must have appeared almost
as mysterious as the alleged hibernation under water,
and even more so than the theory, to which in part
he clung to the last, that the birds passed the winter
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in hiding-places in a state of torpidity. For the
latter he had definite examples in the mode of
hibernation of bats, hedgehogs, and the like; and
it was in a spirit of true scientific moderation that
he sought to apply them in the case of the swallow
tribe, thereby avoiding the extremes of hibernation
under water on the one hand, and of the scarcely less
wonderful migration on the other. He admits,
however, at times, that he is of opinion that the
majority of the birds migrate, and in doing so goes
as far as evidence then available warranted.

I remember, early in the “ eighties,”” coming upon
a heap of dead swallows on the ground, apparently
killed by a sudden spring frost. I have also found
young swallows drowned on the day of their first
flight, and can only imagine that, seeing the clear
reflection of the sky in the pool, they had flown into
it with the intention of continuing their flight. Had
similar occurrences come under White’s personal
notice, I cannot but think that he would wholly have
disregarded the theory of hibernating under water,
and have been led to reflect with growing doubt
upon the probability of these birds having local
hiding-places, whither they might retreat at short
notice from the inclemency of a capricious spring.

I have taken swallows from beneath as they
perched at the edge of the awning covering the after-
deck of a steamer which left England on the gth of
November, and which was at that time south of
Finisterre, proceeding to Vigo, er route for Brazil,
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I have also known swallows to follow vessels outward
bound from Spain and Portugal for the West Indies
and Brazil, or to appear suddenly at sea in companies
of a few birds, perching about the boat.

After having been absent during the summer
months, the kestrel reappeared in our fields on the
6th of September. As will appear in the sequel,
this bird remained with us until the keen frosts in
November, then disappeared until February of the
following year, when a pair of these hawks arrived.
From that time kestrels continued with us until the
third week in April, after which they vanished com-
pletely during the breeding season, reappearing again
at the time this book closes. Whilst with us the
kestrel shows itself freely, and I seldom go into the
fields at such times without meeting it. The time
when it may confidently be looked for is when there
is a high wind running; and it is then that one
recognizes the appropriateness of the name of  wind-
hover,” by which this bird is known in some parts
of the country. With us the kestrel haunts particu-
larly the open grass lands bordering the river Mersey,
and may there be seen poised conspicuously in the
air with head to windward, now hovering without
advancing, now motionlessly sustained on level wings.
It advances by a series of semicircles, at the com-
pletion of each of which it invariably heads up again
to the wind, and resumes its stationary hovering or
floating. At times it drops suddenly to earth, but
stopping short of the ground, soars up again, as if
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disappointed of, or mistaken in, its quarry ; at other
times its disappearance is less momentary, and either
a mouse or some small bird has paid the price of
its weakness. It affects the windward slope of any
rising ground, to profit, as I suspect, by the uprush
of the wind, which aids it in its poising. Even in
our flat lands it shows this preference, but it is more
manifest on the great Derbyshire “cops,” where it
will continue to circle and poise at the front of the
ridge the whole day through. In dull calm weather
it often flies low to the ground, at times quartering
the hedgerows, or taking up its post of observation on
a tree. I have sometimes seen it skimming the grass
long after sunset, when one would have thought that
it had need of an owl’s sight to detect its prey.

As the bird came into sight on the 6th September,
it was beating up to a strong north-wester which was
blowing at the time, and eventually circled about
above a field where between two and three hundred
rooks were feeding in two large companies. I was
surprised to see the whole body of rooks rise at the
hawk’s approach, some perching on trees, others
remaining on the wing, while now one, now another,
made a dash at the kestrel as it ran the gauntlet
between the two companies. Although I have seen
the kestrel attacked scores of times by birds great
and small; I have never known him to strike back.
He invariably wheels aside with a chattering cry just
so far as is necessary to avoid the attacker, and
resumes his hovering as if nothing had happened.
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The kestrel feeds principally on mice, and 1 will
not seek to extenuate its offences against the feathered
kind. From a close knowledge of this bird, how-
ever, I am convinced that, if the balance were struck,
its credit with the farmer would largely exceed its
debit to the game account. This is one of the birds
I always find nailed upin the gamekeeper’s“museum.”
I am far from blaming him: it is his livelihood.
Those whom I blame are men, presumably of edu-
cation, to whom one would have thought that appeals
to desist from the organized slaughter of fine native
birds would awaken something of the feeling which
made * their - forefathers proud to preserve them.
Falconry, after all; was a sport on natural lines, and
there was some show of dignity in associating one-
self with the falcon in the pursuit of its natural
quarry. But this woeful slaughter of the hawk kind
in the interest of meaner birds, which also are only
preserved for wholesale slaughter, savours too much
of the machine-gun for manly men, and too much of
the wholesale poulterer for gentlemen. Does it ever
enter the minds of such that the extermination of
any species—and some have gone altogether—is an
irreparable loss *—a link gone in a chain of life which
began ere man was, and a link whose 11v1ng presence
may well ‘be indispensable to men who, in a more
enlightened age, will demand account of it with scorn
from the ‘present one? It is to me an appalling
thought that any age should have wiped out a living
species from creation for all time. An appeal to the
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vulgar “pot-shotter” would be futile; but there
should be something in the nobler sort to prompt
them to protect our finer breeding birds, or such
as from time to time try to regain a footing in
a land of which they once were ornaments, but
where their very rarity now makes them objects for
immediate slaughter at the hand of the man with
the gun.

Yellow wagtails are at this time 'exceptionally
plentiful beside the Mersey. Theyattend the cows
grazing in the fields near the river, for the sake of
the insects which they disturb in grazing, and keep
so near to the animals’ feet and mouths that I have
seen the birds continue to walk round a cow’s nose
as it fed, and pick off the flies when they settled upon
it. The cattle fed on stolidly, evidently approving
of the action. Toward the end of the month these
birds resorted at sunset in companies of a dozen or
so to the topmost foliage of high trees on the river
bank, small parties frequently flying out, and, after
playing about on the wing, returning to the tree-
tops. As they remained there until it was too
dark to distinguish them, it seemed probable that
they would continue in that position through the
night, in spite of their known habit of sleeping on
the rushes.

Pied wagtails at this period enter into loose asso-
ciation with the yellow species, and both may be seen
feeding together in the water meadows. When the
term ““Jugubris” was applied to the former of these
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birds, it was evidently intended to refer only to the
funereal black and white of its outward dress. If
the pied wagtail were subject to even passing moods
of reposefulness, the epithet might have served to
obscure in the popular eye this tricksy spirit which
masquerades in mourning. But, as if to repel the
suggestion, it would appear to have taken to itself
the very genius of caprice. ¢ Tizit/ tizit!]” it cries,
as it takes wing with an air of bustle and purpose,
flying tolerably high, and following a straight course,
as do most birds hampered with a more than ordinary
freight of tail. The laboured, undulating flight,
consisting of short spells of rapid beating of the
wings alternating with longer periods during which
the bird dips through a shallow curve with folded
wings, suggests a distant errand. But in 2 moment
it drops to earth, and, wagging its tail vigorously, at
once forsakes the spot where it alighted for another,
probably at right angles to its former course. Scarcely
has it stopped when it springs-up at a passing insect,
and having captured it, breaks back as if jerked by
a string fastened at the root of its tail, the expanded
feathers of which, as well as those of the wings, give
to the confused movement the appearance of a
somersault. The running gait with which the bird
moves, now this way, now that, along the ground,
over the matted water weeds, or through the shallow
water itself, is instinct with daintiness and grace, so
that his brusquest movement seems but a light test
of the natural art of this little master of motion.
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And so, zigzagging and somersaulting, it continues,
until a sudden ¢ Tiziz!” arouses it, as one of its
fellows swoops at it, when both get up and make off
in a rough-and-tumble flight, like a pair of giddy
butterflies. No, there is certainly not much that is
lugubrious in the pied wagtail.

At the time of the equinox a blustering sou’-
wester came up, blowing this way and that, with a
backward “suck ” at times equal to a counterblast
from nor’-east. 'The leaves were whirled from the
trees like gadding pipits; the pipits themselves,
congregated in wandering bands, were scattered in
the air like irresponsible leaves. Rook and starling
tacked and headed up to windward, and tacked
again, in vain endeavours to forge ahead, then
wheeled about and slid down the wind for a
breathing space in the stubble.

For the fields were bare, and hosts of sparrows
searched for the remains of their recent feast among
the sheaves, rising in serried sheets when disturbed,
and taking refuge in the first hedge or tree. Song
and missel-thrushes abounded where the uptorn
potato roots had broken the ground,and one kept
an interested eye upon them in anticipation of the
arrival of their fellow thrushes, the fieldfare and
redwing, from the north.

The blackbird, although he winters with us, was
not to be found in his usual haunts. The yellow-
hammer and corn-bunting, albeit also permanent
residents throughout the year, had been absent for
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at variance with the rules man has laid down tor his
own dieting. In summer, most land birds feed on
flesh, whether in the form of grub, or worm, or
insect; in the cold of winter, their diet is of
necessity chiefly a vegetable one, consisting almost
entirely of berries. That a bird’s temperature is
considerably higher than that of man would only
render it more sensitive to the effects of cold, for the
higher temperature means an enhanced vitality, and
the quicker pace of life a greater wastage. If animal
food be necessary for the maintenance of bodily
heat, it would seem to be more necessary for bird
than for man. Has Nature blundered in her
economy, or is the mistake the birds’ own in
remaining to face a fearful mortality where food is
both insufficient and unsuitable? That it is not
over-palatable appears from the fact that in a mild
winter the berries remain on the boughs until they
wither.

October is not all grey : some night both
cloud and mist slip quietly away, and in the keen
starlight the white rime is laid upon the fields.
The following day breaks bright and sharp like an
early spring morning, and only man, who looks both
“after and before,” knows that it is in truth but
the sunset of the year.

The rooks, however, which, even out of the
breeding season, daily visit a large rookery near my
home, immediately set to work to transform their
nests. The sticks and twigs are transferred from
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the old nests, and arranged on some near branch to
form new ones, the birds working in pairs. They
seem never wholly to demolish the old nest, or to
complete the new one; and apparently are not yet
sufficiently assured of the return of spring to go
afield for new material. The first inclement day
dispels the illusion, and the nests are left as they are,
in every stage of demolition and reconstruction.

On one such bright morning, the last of October,
a yellow-hammer, which had been missing for the
greater part of a month from his accustomed station,
returned to the top of a thorn, where he had perched
and sung almost every morning during the summer,
and on the hedge below were four young ones,
brilliant in their new yellow bonnets just acquired at
the autumn moult. Two days later, a company of
wrens were back in a tangle of dead bramble, where
they had seldom failed to make themselves heard until
late in September, when they suddenly disappeared.
From a prominent elm branch the corn-bunting
notified his reappearance by his strange song, which
opens with three or four detached notes—a kind of
musical stuttering, preluding a precipitate trill which
runs up into a continuous, shrilly modulated scream
—a song to become notable as time went on by its
continuance throughout the winter months into the
spring. The blackbird, which suffered a temporary
eclipse during September, became increasingly visible
during October ; but neither he nor the song-thrush
was yet to be heard in song. Missel-thrushes
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»increased in number in the newly ploughed lands,
or in wandering parties on the wing. The yellow
wagtail left us, but his pied relative remained, follow-
ing his switchback flight through the air. Of two
birds so closely allied in form and habit, why should
the one leave us and the other stay ? It isas though
the swallow should migrate and the martin remain.
But both swallow and martin departed, the former
having been last seen on the 4th October, the latter
on the 19th October.

‘The tendency to congregate now that all breeding
was over was everywhere evident ; in the banded
pipits, .which one moment fared regularly on
together, and the next were scattered as by sudden
cxplosmn, to regather farther on, and continue like
loosely associated -elements charged with disruption ;
in the chaffinches, whose groups exhibited the as yet
unexplamed separation of the sexes which obtains
under these circumstances ; in the linnets, which
toured the country in high, erratic flight, leaving an
impression that they were not particular whither
they went, so long as they did not remain too long
in one place.

And the starlings—surely the drollest creatures
that ever bore wings! How they love a throng,
with plenty of jostling on the ground, and sparring
in the air. If the starling has no voice of his own,
he seems to have borrowed half a dozen or more
from various sections of the animal kingdom. Now
he clucks like a diminutive hen; now emits the
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long-drawn whistle, which is perhaps his chief attain-
ment in the musical art ; then follows the wiry wheeze
of the grasshopper ; afterwards, just enough of a
throstle’s note to delude the hearer into the belief that
“he could an’ if he would '—the whole punctuated
by little self-satisfied clicks and chuckles and abortive
warblings, not to forget the ever-recurring hard,
bubbling note, as though he were stringing sounds
like beads, and they struck one another glassily as
they fell in quick succession one upon another.

Magpies are social at all seasons, yet at this time
they seemed to be more so than ever. I never
walked by the Mersey without seeing them, and
upon one occasion counted as many as thirteen in
one flock, and nine in another five minutes later.
But, then, we can show a score of nests in a mile
walk, and the birds are not molested as they would
be over the Cheshire border, where there is cover
to protect.

Skylarks flitted by twos and threes about the
fields in the dull days, or mounted to sing on the
sunny ones, at which times the roving pipits followed
them up into the air, emitting sundry lark-like notes,
and manifesting a certain familiarity with their old
ornithological associates, in spite of the fact that
more recent classification has bracketed them—the
pipits—with the wagtails as nearest of kin.

Upon an early snap of frost a large body of
lapwings came down into our grass fields for a few
days at the beginning of the month, and then
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departed. ~After this, excepting under such circum-
stances, we saw only occasional stragglers, or a band
flying high and straight for some more distant goal.
This latter movement of lapwings occurs during the
autumn months, and the lofty, direct flight suggests
that the birds are engaged in a regular migration on
a large scale. The other movement is a local one,
for a snap of frost overnight is invariably followed
by the appearance next morning of a large band of
lapwings in our fields, where there are usually but
few. 1t would appear that they are the same birds
which visit us at such times, for it is always in one
or two particular grass fields that they are met with.
I have observed that lapwings show a similar pre-
dilection for particular fields in the country round
about, and in such fields they are always to be
found, although they appear to differ in no way
from hundreds of similar fields surrounding them,
save that they are generally the higher parts of
rolling land.

Although I have never known the golden plover
to visit our immediate neighbourhood, flocks of these
birds yearly descend about this time to certain fields
at Bucklow Hill; some few miles over the Cheshire
border. Arriving in summer plumage, they frequent
the same rolling grass lands and fallows as the lap-
wings, associating in small bands with the latter in
earlier autumn, but tending to separate as their
numbers increase. By the end of the year flocks of

a couple of hundred lapwings are frequently present
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in one field, while nearly as many golden plovers
will probably be in an adjoining one. With the
disappearance of the bold black of the cheeks and
under plumage of the summer dress, and the loss of
intensity in the gold-and-black mottling of the upper
parts, the golden plover, seen at a moderate distance,
then appears of a buffy-brown colour above, the
under parts being white. Still, in spite of the sharp
contrast it thus offers with the more permanent,
heavy, black and white markings of the lapwings,
one has but to note their common habit of standing
together in motionless flocks for prolonged periods,
the quick running gait with which they move, and
the similarly attentive attitude both strike when
watching an observer, to recognize a mental likeness
beneath their outward differences. At times, a small
flock of lapwings rise, and proceed in straggling
order with rounded, heavily flapping wings to a
neighbouring field ; then a small party of the golden
plovers get up together, and with sharply pointed,
rapidly beating wings, clear the hedge in brisk flight
and compact order, wheeling round sharply on skim-
ming wings as they come to earth. The contrast at
such times is further pointed by the well-known
“pee-wit ! of the lapwings, and the slightly modu-
lated and somewhat plaintive musical whistle of the
golden plovers.

These birds regularly frequent the fields mentioned
except during frost, and it is interesting to watch the
fading out of the black summer markings as autumn
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progresses.  About the end of February they begin
to reappear, and at the advent of spring some of the
birds have regained, although very irregularly as to
the time of their appearance, the gold spottings on
the grey black upper parts, the dusky cheeks and
throat, and the rich black bib and stomacher with
which they return to high northern, even arctic,
latitudes to breed. For the plovers, as also the
lapwings, which winter with us, are probably all
migrants from higher latitudes, although both species
breed in the district, the lapwings plentifully, both
in lowland and upland country ; the golden plover
more sparely and on the moors only, notably in the
Derbyshire hills.

In spite of all these prominent gatherings, and
but to mention the wandering bands of green-
finches in the potato fields ; the bold tits, systemati-
cally working the clumps and lines of trees ; or the
hordes of sparrows which continue to frequent the
stubbles ; October was pre-eminently the month of
the robin. It was his form one saw on every hedge-
top, his sprightly bobbings that caught the eye on
branch, or post, or rail ; his rattling call, and pure,
liquid song that sounded on every hand. There
was the other sound, too—the twice or thrice
repeated thin, piercing note which recalled the times
when we approached too nearly the nest containing
its young in the earlier part of the year. The robin
is not sociable. He never packs. ¢ You keep your
place, and I'll keep mine,” seems to be his motto,
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and he applies it even in the case of his own young.
The latter naturally look upon the spot where they
were hatched as “their place,” and, being chips of
the old block, when their sire returns from retirement
after the moult, they resent even to the point of
fighting his determination to turn them adrift in the
world to fend for themselves. But in the end they
generally have to go ; and it is a moot question what
becomes of these young birds. Do they migrate ?
it is asked. Up to the present it would appear that
only the robins themselves are in a position to give
the answer.

The rooks continued in their old feeding fields,
the only difference being that jackdaws and starlings
now packed with them. When roused, the jackdaws
fly with the rooks ; but the starlings fly apart. The
jackdaws also frequent the rookery. Magpies, at
times, have the audacity to use the avenue of trees,
forming the rookery as a perching place. They are
generally chased out by the rooks, and I have
witnessed several stand-up fights in the fields between
Mag and the rooks. The former at such times
displays a pluck for which I should scarcely have
given her credit, for every hand—or claw—is against
her, even that of the crow kind, crow as she is.

An odd snipe or two used to get up occasion-
ally from the reeds in ditch or brook, and parties of
black-headed and herring gulls to come up the river
to the water meadows.

Of the solitary sort, the kestrel beat up and down
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the river, quartering the hedgerows in the adjoining
fields, and flying close to the ground in the dull,
still days ; or getting up to the wind when there was
any movement in the air, with the hovering, poising,
and sudden stoop characteristic of this bird.

The month closed without any sign of the arrival
of the fieldfare and redwing from the north, which
fact, if the wisdom of the countryside might be
trusted, augured a mild winter for us.
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stubble field when the low sun lights this derelict of
harvest, burnishing the plain between the dark tree
clumps and the tracts of silent cover. Surely, it is
well that the land should have borne if but for this
late harvest of the eye.

But, in truth, this later beauty of the year makes
a subtler appeal than to the senses. The eye cannot
rest upon it with that finality with which it was
content to dwell on the more obvious charms of
summer ; it will be glancing aside, to look before
and after. For it is a world of half-tones, a reflec-
tion of a time past and to come again; and the
stubble field, the newly broken furrow, the shut
winter buds with their hint of far-off spring, are
transmuted in thought into things of memory and
hope, and touched with the gentle unrest of the mind.

Such days are not unfrequent during November,
and never fail to evoke a joyous response from the
feathered world.

On the morning of the 12th November I
witnessed what was probably the first attempt of a
song-thrush to resume singing after the autumn
moult, and for several days I used to encounter this
bird practising its song on one particular perch.
Several others tuned up about the same time, but
although some attained a fairly full note after a few
days’ practice, the singing was of a desultory, half-
hearted character, and was last heard on the 18th of
the month, after which it ceased abruptly, wintrier
weather ensuing.
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It would be interesting to determine what is the
cause of this temporary resumption of song by
some birds after the silence during the moult. It
has been suggested that the spring-like character of
late autumn may have some stimulating effect upon
such songsters. This, no doubt, is a contributory
cause ; but, it would seem probable that the primary
one is the constitutional reaction which sets in after
the depression which the birds suffer during the
moulting time. Convalescence has a keener sense
of well-being than rude health.

As T was passing an old orchard on this same
morning of the 12th November, I heard a wren
rattling out his call with unusual vigour. After he
had done this several times, he seemed to feel that
this was not quite adequate to the occasion, and,
flitting up into a pear tree, sought fuller expression
in a sudden burst of song.

As all know, the song of the wren, although an
exceedingly fine one, is stereotyped, being always
delivered in the same form. After the few repeated,
detached notes comes the first trill, then the rattle,
then the closing trill. That rattle, devoid of musical
quality, yet inserted between the two warbling
phrases, is of the same “mechanical ” quality as the
bird’s call-note, which resembles the clicking of a
watch when being wound up.

Those acquainted with the vocal utterances of
birds will recall the manner in which some of them,
having no song properly so-called, yet, at times of
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pleasurable excitement, appear to try, by successive
repetitions of their call-notes, to run them up into a
phrase, no doubt seeking fuller expression for their
feelings in the fuller strain.

The rattle in the wren’s song partakes of such a
nature rather than of the nature of song ; and, in the
light of the efforts of songless birds to attain fuller
expression as described above, might well be a survival
of some older, cruder form of the wren’s earlier
attempts to sing.

Itis hard to believe that song is not an elaboration
of some simpler form ; and, if so, of what simpler
form if not the call-note ? It may be difficult to
reconcile the highly elaborate song of the finer singers
with their call-notes ; but this is like comparing the
most highly developed form in a series of organisms
with its extinct archetype. The affiliation of song to
call-note is most apparent in the simpler forms of
song. That the call-note was first in order of time,
there can be no reasonable doubt; for, all birds
have it at all times; but only some birds sing at
some times. That the song itself is a gradual
acquisition is also sufficiently evident from the efforts
of young birds, and from the need of practice in
mature birds when resuming song in spring and after
the moult.

Without some such explanation, song remains a
detached phenomenon without a simpler antecedent,
which is unnatural ; and such an explanation is not
invalidated by the fact that all birds have not

44



November

elaborated their call notes into what, in our opinion
constitutes song. ‘Their canons manifestly are not
ours ; and their songs are composed for their own
delectation, and that of the lady in the nest.
The hen starling very probably has but a poor
opinion of the nocturnal vapourings of the cock
nightingale.

It might be objected that, if the call-note were
worked up into song, it would be superseded by the
song ; but when it is remembered that the call-note
serves primarily to call attention and give prompt
warning, it will be seen that, although song might
spring from it, it could not replace it.

Whatever might be the theory of the origin of
song in birds, of song-birds proper there was at
this time none left that sang at all.

For November closed with a week of con-
tinuous frost, and the hollow ground rang to one’s
heel.  The rooks, which still visited daily their
nesting-trees, used to spend a fruitless half-hour
in hammering the frost-bound clods for breakfast,
then close in to the houses, and- take up their
positions on some humble perch, dejection and
mute apology written in all their bearing.  The
rook is too wary to make an efficient beggar, but
his impudence entitles him to rank as a capable
thief. He spent his time harrying sparrows and
other small fowl as they attempted to carry off
some scrap of local charity. Like sparrow and
robin, thrush, blackbird, and starling, the rook is
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glad at such times to subdue his epicurean palate
to the common domestic loaf.

The little wren, however, is a rare pensioner,
and, when seen at all, is generally engaged briskly
searching beneath ledges and in dark corners for
the eggs and chrysalids of insects whose progeny is
thus untimely cut offt. ~ The blue-tit, which was
much in evidence about the house in the earlier
autumn, absented himself at this time for some
unknown reason.

Out in the meadows the gulls were collected
in the corner of a large sheet of ice where there
was still a little open water, in which they con-
tended with low querulous cries for the right of
exclusive search, the less successful ones standing
by on the ice with heads drawn in between their
shoulders, as if waiting for the moving of this
strangely inert tide.

The attitude of one bird, even on the first
advent of frost, immediately arrests attention. It
is the song-thrush. The missel-thrush seems of a
hardier turn, and rattles about the fields in active
search for a substitute for the frost-bound worm ;
but the song-thrush islike one who sees his doom.
All the alertness is gone out of him. The sudden
poses, exfressive of keen attention, which at other
times make him so interesting an object to watch,
are no longer there. ~With feathers puffed out,
neck drawn in, and set, straight beak, he stands
motionless, looking blankly before him.  One
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grieves to think how many of these fine songsters
fall ready—indeed, too ready, victims to the frost;
for there seems to be a lack of moral fibre in the
bird, and it may be seen thus cowed and inert
even before the berries are gone.

How differently the starling faces the untoward
change! He is here, there, and everywhere, flying
high and low, singly or in hundreds, ransacking
every midden heap for miles around. He is never
too hungry to fight, and if one watches a large
group of starlings, scarcely a moment passes but
several couples spring up a few inches from the
ground to spar on the wing, their sudden rising
and subsidence resembling nothing so much as the
continuous splashing of raindrops in a puddle.
How little cold affects this bird may be judged by
the fact that if he chances upon an unfrozen puddle,
he forthwith enters it to bathe, laying about him
with such energy that others, standing aside to
await their turn, get a sufficient baptism as spec-
tators. In fact, the starling is the bird of the
month ; for, with the cessation of the robin’s song,
which made that bird so conspicuous during October,
the starling comes to the front by sheer force of
numbers and ubiquitous energy, not to mention
the cheerful optimism with which he enlivens the
dead season by a sort of bronchial wheeze, in
which the spirit of song struggles vainly to utter
itself through an unpropitious organ.

The pied wagtail remains with us, growing
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duskier in his markings, and only less unattractive
than when I used occasionally to come across him
during the moult without his tail. What a priva-
tion for a wagtail to be shorn, even temporarily,
of that expressive member! The yellow wagtail,
which had been missing for several weeks pre-
viously, was seen for the last time on the 23rd
November—a soft, sunny day—on the bank of the
Mersey.  The yellow-hammer had increased in
numbers, and was by far the most brilliant bird then
with us. Small companies flitted along the hedgetops,
uttering a short note which had the sound of water
dripping upon water. The song of the corn-
bunting, which was resumed on the 2nd November,
ceased for a while after the 23rd November, 1
scarcely expected when I entered a note to this
effect that it would resume singing again afterwards,
but such was the fact, and the bird continued to sing
through all but the short spells of severe weather
which marked the winter of 1902-3, right on into
spring. I saw it singing times without number, and
in the end desisted from taking any further notes.
The frost continuing for a week, the kestrel was
evidently hard up for a meal, for I met the bird at
Old Trafford, and in a place (Seymour Grove) where
the fields cease and give place to a thickly populated
part of the outskirts of Manchester. I was walk-
ing down the Grove when I caught sight of the
kestrel about twenty yards above the hedge on the
right-hand side of the Grove. It was just in the
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act of stooping, and so intent upon its object that
it dropped with drooping wings, hanging legs, and
head depressed, half a dozen yards in front of me,
and, just clearing the hedgetop on the left-hand side
of the Grove, came to earth immediately behind it.
In a moment it was up again with some strange
object in its claws, but, sweeping round, dropped it,
and retraced its flight, ignoring a starling which
circled round it once with excited cries. I had
marked the place where the kestrel let fall its cheaply
held prize, and, getting through the hedge, found it
to be part of a rabbit’s leg, which some itinerant
vendor had probably cut off in dressing it, and thrown
over the hedge. I am indebted to him for the closest
view of a stooping kestrel I am ever likely to have.
The incident formed a fitting close to the bird’s
autumn stay in our parts, for it evidently retired at
once before the frost, and was not seen again until
February of 1903.

The magpie does not shift its ground because of
frost. 1 was startled about this time by hearing its
chatter, as I thought, close to a neighbour’s house,
and concluded that the frost had driven it in.
Skirting the garden cautiously under cover of
the wall, I came face to face with a small African
goat snuffing the cold air at the door of its kennel.
The bleat of a goat and the chatter of a magpie
resemble one another very closely when heard at a
distance or with obstacles intervening ; but, heard
near to, there is a notable difference.
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On the first day of the frost bodies of lapwings
appeared in our fields, but by the following day
they had gone ; from which we inferred rightly that
the frost would continue. When the land is frost-
bound the lapwings swarm to the seashore.

On the 16th November I came upon a small
band of ficldfares in the grass fields through which
the Mersey flows at Barlow Moor, but it was not
until the 7th of the following month that 1 found
the redwing at Millington, some miles over the
Cheshire border. If these birds are able thus to
winter in the open with the home thrushes, and that
without applying for the relief which so often brings
the latter into our gardens, it is evident that there
are reasons other than those relating to food and
climate which take them back to the north precisely
at the time when the rigour of winter is abating.
In this, as in many other respects, birds are actuated
by motives which elude our reasonings.

The redwing is said to return yearly to his old
haunt, which fact is borne out by my own observation,
in so far as I have never discovered it in my imme-
diate neighbourhood. = The ficldfare, on the other
hand, is said to be a wanderer ; but I encounter
them in varying numbers almost daily in the same
fields in their season.

The redwing resembles our song-thrush in size,
flight, and markings, but may easily be distinguished
from it by its full-coloured orange flanks and the
broad white stripe over the eye. The fieldfare has
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the build and flight of the missel-thrush, but may
also be promptly distinguished from the home bird
by the pronounced grey of the lower part of the
back—in Cheshire they are called “bluebacks”—
contrasting strongly with the dark wings and tail ;
and by the white underparts, which flash frequently
into view during the bird’s wheeling flight.

When feeding on the ground, fieldfares face all
the same way, now one, now another, flying forward
to secure the first place in the advance. They fly
high like missel-thrushes, and, like them, lay back
the wings after each series of four or five strokes.
Their most characteristic evolution in flight is the
broad wheeling movements which they use before
settling on the ground, or upon some high tree. In
the latter situation, it may be seen that the birds are
still all facing in the same direction. Their note,
generally emitted on the wing, may be written as
“ Yuch-uch-tchur !’ and has in its character a certain
consonancy with the chattering of magpies, though
less loud and sustained, and I have known magpies
to respond to it as a band of fieldfares flew past the
tree upon which they were perching. The note is,
however, of a more subdued, conversational type,
and as the irregular group rustles by overhead, the
birds chatting familiarly together, the sound recalls
the still gentler garrulity of an autumn band of
linnets.

It is a fact worthy of note that the fieldfare,
which in its breeding haunts in Scandinavia builds
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its nests in high trees, and during its winter sojourn
in England shows a decided partiality for perching
in such a position, especially toward evening, never-
theless sleeps upon the ground. The redwing
manifests no such peculiarity, nesting and sleeping
in bushes of moderate dimensions like a true thrush.

I observed about this time that the house-
sparrows began to collect feathers, scraps of paper,
and the like, and one couple had discovered that the
plaster which joined the roof-slates to the base of the
chimney-stack in a neighbouring house had fallen
out, and were busy carrying in materials to add
luxury to the competent warmth thus provided.
The house-sparrow is a long-headed bird, but he
had evidently failed in this instance to reflect that a
gap of this sort with a northerly aspect would
probably be plastered up when the first snow-storm
had driven in sufficient snow to melt through the
ceiling. However, as it was a nice question who
was my neighbour under the circumstances, I
decided to treat them both alike, and, as I was
unable to warn the sub-tenant, so also I would
refrain from warning the tenant-in-chief.
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spiking through the snow ; to buds which, in
certain sheltered corners, tentatively thrust out their
white nightcaps, and are evidently “lying awake”
with a view to an early rising ; to a disposition in
the rooks to separate into pairs, and, on the part of
the males, to fight off any enterprising gentleman
who would fain air his graces before the lady elect.
The song-thrush is in full voice again, leading up
to the wild ‘shout of his kinsman, the stormcock,
which will ere long .startle the countryside. The
great-tit runs .his double-noted song out to in-
ordinate length, and if you stop to interview him,
will probably tell you to  Gir along! git along!”
with the accent on the “long,” and a cadence which
suggests that the “git” is formed by "an inward,
and the ““long” by an outward breath.. The roving
blue-tit also “pings” away with a note which is
almost a word, and falls little short of « Spring!
spring ! spri-i-i-ng !’

~ Both the blue-tit and the great-tit are daily—
almost hourly—visitors to my garden during the
winter months. Shortly after peep o’ day in the
tardy, winter mornings the energetic “ ping / ping!”
of the former may be heard as the birds approach in
small companies, flitting systematically from tree to
tree, and calling to one another as they canvass the
bare branches for the minute eggs, chrysalids, and
the like, which go to make up their winter bill of
fare.. As such .delicate morsels are often located
on the under surface of the boughs, the tits have
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long ago learned the topsy-turvy tricks of the
trapeze, now hanging by both claws whilst they
examine the sides of the twig supporting them, now
dangling parrot-wise, tail aloft and head below, as they
survey the situation beneath them. At such times
the birds may be seen to snip off dead leaves, or to
strip the bark from a dead bough, when they have
cause to believe that they cover any of the small life
of which they are in search. It is not often that
the blue-tit will come to the ground except to pick
up some scrap of food, with which it immediately
springs into the tree again, either raising it in its
claws to eat it in the manner of a parrot, or holding
it down to the branch and hammering it like a hawk.
At times it may be seen clinging to the bricks of the
wall, and examining the mortar for any small life
lurking in the cracks. Not unfrequently I have
seen one inside a street Jamp, probably looking for
insects which had found their death in the gas-flame
the night before, and were now to find sepulture in
the stomach of a blue-tit.

I do not know why the name of tit-mice has
been given to the group of birds of which the
blue-tit is such a conspicuous member ; but if the
latter bird be compelled to remain on the floor
through withdrawal of the perch, often it will put
its head down, and move from side to side with the
quick, gliding motion of a mouse—a resemblance
which it is impossible to overlook at such times.

I sometimes compel one of these saucy little

55



=
Birds by Land and Sea

acrobats to pass a portion of a winter day in my
company. They are, as Gilbert White noticed,
“vast admirers of suet,” and a finch-trap baited
with a nice white lump of this delicacy never fails
to incite Tomakin to a joyous onslaught. A
ringing “ ping / pz'ng pi-i-i-ng ! ” announces the dis-
covery ; but “clap ”’ goes the shutter, and the little
prisoner is left to compare a frugal freedom with
captivity and suet. However, he gets a large
liberty for the remainder of the day, and dines like
an alderman before being dismissed ere sundown to
find more natural quarters. The bird shown in the
photograph had dined « not wisely, but too well,” and
under the circumstances distinctly refused to perch
to have his photograph taken, so that I was forced
to,lgét him have his way, and go forth to the world
hanging by one claw as a warning to all whom it
may.concern of the depraving influence of beef suet.

Where do blue-tits sleep? I notice often that
some of my early morning visitors in the winter
have their tails askew, as if their sleeping apartments
had not been over-spacious. One which I kept
overnight in a sudden frost, stowed itself closely in
a corner of the cage until it bethought itself of a
small gallipot in another corner, when it entered it
and nestled down as if it had been a nest, sleeping
embedded in a liberal lining of ants’ eggs, which
had remained over from supper.

The great-tit likewise is amenable to the at-
tractions of suet, and has also at times to bear me
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company in recognition of my bounty. He is a
bold little man, and takes his stand as a rule on
the top of my bookshelves, whence he shouts his
churring notes at me in pure wrath. Deeds of blood
are set to the account of the great-tit, and one can
well credit them as one watches the bird stand, its
powerful claws spread, and head drawn up ere it
brings it down like a hammer, the stroke of the
strong beak on the board sounding like that made
by a woodpecker.

Although I am unable to adduce conclusive
evidence of the dark deeds of the great-tit, I have
good reason to believe in them. Last autumn I
picked up from the grass plot in my garden the
body of a mouse with freshly trepanned skull, minus
the little brain, which had not been smart enough to
enable its owner to elude what I have little doubt to
have been the savagery of its namesake, the great
tit-mouse. The crown had been quartered from
nose to nape and from ear to ear, the skin laid back,
the skull battered in, and the brain-case picked
clean. Save that one of its eyes had started
from its socket, the mouse was in all other respects
intact,

The coal-tit is a regular, if rarer, visitor to my
garden during the winter months, and is readily to
be recognized by the conspicuous white patch on the
nape. Its weaker, shriller call-note is in keeping
with the bird’s character, which is less vehement
than that of either the great-tit or the blue-tit. Its
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antics in the trees are the same as those of the allied
species, but it goes oftener to the ground to feed,
and remains longer there.

The marsh-tit—common enough in some districts
—does not appear to visit us at such times.

Still rarer visitors are the long-tailed tit and
golden-crested wren, but on one bright day in
December I heard a shrill “zee-zee-zee-ing,” and
looking along a plot of low rose bushes, saw what,
to judge by the bold light and dark markings of the
upper parts and the sudden flashing of the white
outer feathers of the extravagantly long tails, might
have been a couple of pied wagtails taken to the
clambering antics of tits. However, the piercing
“ zee-zee-zee ! of the restless creatures as they
flitted from bush to bush, calling to one another as
they went, declared the long-tailed tit. Some dwarf
apple trees, which had been plagued with the fly
during the summer, next claimed their attention, and
I was able to watch them unseen for a long time
from a window a few yards above. Their topsy-
turvy antics on the branches stamp them at once
as tits, and it scarcely requires a second glance to
distinguish them from the shorter-tailed tits which
visit us continuously through the winter days. If
one should fail to recognize the bold “five-barred ”
pattern of alternate black and pink into which the
colour scheme of their upper parts roughly resolves
itself, the tiny bill, or the crown slashed with white
between black edgings, there is nothing among the
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tits resembling the delicate rose of the under parts,
or the inordinate length of tail, which constitutes
three-fifths of the total length of the bird itself.
Black, white, and pink are the colours of the long-
tailed tit, and they make it as striking as a chaffinch
when seen on the wing ; but when it dangles from a
bough, applying its short bill closely to detach its
minute insect food, the delicate flush of pink below
has a wonderfully softening effect.

The long-tailed tits had scarcely established them-
selves when a “zee-zee-ing” seemed to announce
the coming of a second contingent. But the long-
tails and gold-crests are travelling companions, and
as a small company of the latter arrived, one might
note the shriller, less vibrant “zee ” which the gold-
crest emits either when perching or flying. The
golden-crested wren is the smallest of European
birds, but makes the most of its little person by
puffing its feathers, and holding its wings, so to say,
akimbo. It forms one of that indefatigable band of
winter wanderers which includes the great, the blue,
the coal, the marsh, and the long-tailed tits, the
tree-creeper and nuthatch, Although as capable of
acrobatic feats as any of this agile company, the
gold-crest in its habits more nearly resembles the
long-tailed tit and the tree-creeper. Like both of
these, and the little common brown wren which it
further resembles in its habit of creeping through
low shrubbery, it limits its fare to the minute insects
and larve which it finds tucked away in the chinks
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and crevices of the bark of trees and shrubs. As
restless and erratic as the long-tailed tit in its topsy-
turvy searches among the branches, it has paid the
tree-creeper the compliment of imitating his methods
also. But the gold-crest, in keeping with its
sprightlier character, creeps with a difference. The
tree-creeper walks up a tree-trunk with the
methodical sobriety of a woodpecker ; the gold-crest
is for ever fluttering as it creeps, like some great
moth not sure of its footing. Very moth-like, too, is
the general scheme of the gold-crest’s colouring—
olive above, with a conspicuous black patch on each
wing below white wing bars ; under parts, yellowy
white ; the crest, a bright yellow slash along the
crown between black bands.

In the afternoon of the same day a tree-creeper
appeared upon some pollard poplars in the same
place. The tree-creeper does not often visit us,
being even far rarer than the long-tailed tits and
gold-crests. He is the silent brother of this loqua-
cious fraternity. He seldom speaks ; and when he
does, it is with a thin, querulous voice. He is
equally unobtrusive in his movements, but it is hard
to believe that any one, seeing a tree-creeper, could
fail to identify it. The tree-creeper is always creep-
ing ; he is always creeping on trees ; he is always
creeping the same way—upwards. Seen from some
distance, he is like a little, drawn-out, ruddy brown
mouse, running in jerks, now zig-zag fashion, now
spiral-wise, up the bole of a tree, or along one of its
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main branches. As he comes round the bole from
the back, you catch the light on his silky white throat
and breast ; and as he creeps over the front of the
bole, you may observe, if near enough, the thin
white stripe over the eye. The tree-creeper’s dis-
tinction, however, lies in his bill ; it is long, and
curved sharply downwards. He applies it unerr-
ingly in extracting from the crevices of the bark the
minute insects, larve, etc., upon which he entirely
subsists.

Whilst I have proved by marking them that
some of the great- and blue-tits which visit my garden
at this season do so regularly day by day, a curious
circumstance in connection with the visits of the
long-tailed tits, gold-crests and tree-creepers is, that
they seem to come in “rushes ” at wide intervals, so
that for weeks none of them is seen, and then,
suddenly—generally upon some genial day—they all
appear together, and are much in evidence during
the day, but upon the morrow are no more to be
seen.

December is a cheerful month, not in actuality,
but in prospect ; and, after all, that part of a man’s
life which matters is less what he is and has done,
than what he hopes to be and to do. December is a
grey old mountain-top—the Mount Prospect of the
year. A month or two hence the missel-thrush will
be prospecting for a building site, and the rooks
return permanently to their summer seat. From then
until the advent of the chiff~chaff—that tiny herald
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to a neighbouring tree, to resume with unbroken
ardour the interrupted melody.

There is something of the poet in this bird—a
shiftless, thriftless creature in the hard ways of a
wintry world ; but let the frost-bound clods be
loosened by a genial thaw, so as no longer to resist
the soft, probing bill, and he will have broken his
fast ere the light is fully on the land, and taken
his stand to waken the lazier hard-bills with his
morning song. A wild, ecstatic creature at such
times ; seeking out all manner of strange phrases
of song, which he will repeat time after time with
scrupulous unction, as if well pleased with his
inventions.

And well may the song-thrush sing in this
January of 1903! For,save for two separate weeks
of frost, south winds have made an open winter, and
already the hawthorn buds are reddening, elder and
japonica are in leaf, and life is everywhere stirring in
response to a mean temperature for long past well
over forty degrees in the shade.

The thrush’s song is a provocation to the robin,
and the latter seldom lets the challenge go un-
answered, trilling out his silvery lyric in the pauses
of the thrush’s fiery declamation.

There is another song becoming increasingly
frequent as the month advances, and recalling
summer days, when the ease-loving corn-bunting
sat by the hour and called, “Duc! duc! duc/
tr-r-r-r-r-r—ee—ye ! ”
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If the blackbird, unlike his fellow thrush the
throstle, has not yet found his singing voice, he fills
the air at sundown with his noisy alarm note. [ have
heard the bird continue to utter for minutes, without
a break, his sounding “Pink! pink ! pink!” until
one might have imagined that all the cats of the
countryside were besieging him in his lonely ever-
green citadel.

On the last day of January I observed a pair of
robins paying one another marked attention. There
were three of them in a low thorn—an unusual
assemblage for a bird of such solitary habits. Two
were cocks, the other a hen. One of the cocks,
perching on a twig a few inches before the hen, was
going through a performance of bowing and flirting
up his tail at all angles to his lady spectator in the
manner usual with this bird, but with more than
usual excitement in his movements. While he was
thus employed, the hen, without changing her
position, continued to sway her body from side to
side, with a dreamy balancing motion, facing the
gesticulating cock. The second cock, perched a
foot behind her, had evidently been “cut out” by
his rival, and these amorous antics had been going on
for some minutes, when the successful cock darted
suddenly round the hen, and after a short scuffle,
rid himself of the embarrassing company of the
superfluous witness.

On the same day I noticed that a gallant hedge-
sparrow had come to make things rosy for a highly
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domesticated young hen, which for months previously
might always be found on one side or the other of a
secluded strip of hedge, as lonely as Marianna in her
moated grange. These hedge-sparrows have beats as
defined as those of robins, and often more restricted.
Dressed in sober greys and browns ; quietly diligent
and stay-at-home ; with no more coquetry than the
continual flirt of the wings, which has earned for
them the title of ¢shuffle-wing ;” and with a cha-
racterless little song, of which one would fain speak
charitably, because it is one of the very first to
herald the oncoming spring, the hedge-sparrow re-
minds one of the good folk in whose fields it so
often makes its home—grey, uneventful lives, which
seem to spring from the soil they are born to till
and from which they depart as little as the dunnock
from its hedge, until, having known laborious days,
and the cares of an offspring too numerous to be
an unmixed blessing, they sink back in the end into
the last furrow of all, and become, indeed, part
of it.

One might well have expected to find missel-
thrushes, which usually pair early in February, an-
ticipating the time of building in so mild a January ;
yet I observe them still flying in flocks—an indication
that birds observe times and seasons, apart from the
question of the conditions prevaxlmg at the moment.
Although the song-thrush is in full scng again, the
-missel “still wanders about, uttering its harsh rattling
note, and up to the close of the month has not
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FEBRUARY

ITH the advent of February one felt that
g x / the period of spring’s probation was
drawing rapidly to a close. The bare
black boughs of tree and shrub were suddenly be-
dewed, as it were, with whitening buds; green ot
the greenest flecked the hawthorn here and there, in
spite of the fact that last year’s berries still hung
above it unconsumed ; the bright young privet leaves
peeped out on the dark old ones ; the resinous points
of the chestnut showed like brushes freshly dipped
to paint a summer scene; the almond stood between
shut and open, as if knowing that, once open, it
must lay its whole freight of blossoms bare at one
flush ; and although the red on the holly still made
a brave Christmas show, rose and lilac, elder and
japonica, were in leaf ; jessamine starred the cottage
wall ; whilst snowdrop and yellow crocus, the wall-
flower, and here and there a daffodil, repaid by early
blossoming the careful hand which had planted them
under shelter from the winds.

And out in the fields, striped with the fine green
vanishing lines of the young wheat, a jubilant cry
of quickening life !
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For on the sth February, the hedge-sparrow
struck the first distinctive note of spring, a song
consisting of two notes repeated four or five times
in hurried succession. There had been other songs
during the hard months—songs which were a presence
rather than a promise ; but the gentle hedge-sparrow,
although also one of the brave little band which
shares the winter with us, has not the proud defiance
of the robin, nor the irrepressible vitality of the
wren, which prompt them to fling a song in the face
of winter whenever they get a chance. Nor has he
the emotional temperament of the throstle, which
overflows in song throughout the winter, provided
only the earth be left unlocked to his soft bill, so that
he may eat and live. No ; the hedge-sparrow is just
a plain, methodical little spirit, with sufficient prose
in him to save him from singing to bare fields and
hedges, but ready to recognize the very first peep ot
spring, and to herald it forth to the world at large to
the best of his limited powers. So it comes that his
is ever the distinctive spring song—the song that
springs up again after a winter lapse. He may now
be seen with his mate in the hedgerows, hopping
from twig to twig about her, and making his court
with a continuous shuffle of his wings. This same
shivering of the wings is used by young birds when
clamouring to be fed, and in the act of receiving
food. [Eating is probably as exciting to young birds
as wooing is to their elders.

On the 7th February the stormcock justified his
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title by shouting defiance to a not too aggressive sou’-
wester ; and the blackbird, emerging from months
of indolence, made mellow music with his low fluting
all day long. The song of the blackbird is just such
a one as this lover of quiet and seclusion might be
expected to give utterance to when taking his ease
free from alarm. Some birds, such as the masterful
stormcock, sing to half a mile of country at once;
others sing to each other like answering cantori and
decani of the grove ; the blackbird sings to himself.
Mellow, leisurely, easeful, with no more sign of effort
than the dreamy gurgle of some slowly gliding brook,
the low fluting notes have the richness of a fine
contralto, of a great singer not over-careful in her
phrasing, singing alone, unconsciously, distraught.
The blackbird holds a unique position among the
finer singers; no other has, like him, the right
soothing note.

But the song of the throstle dominated all, bird
answering bird in joyous emulation, so that it seemed
strange that the roving bands of fieldfares, encom-
passed on all hands by the spring song of their
congeners, should escape infection, and fail to be
drawn into the general chorus.

The robin could not well fail at such a time;
but there is now less contention, and more content-
ment, in his song. He is less in evidence than
before, but when found in some secluded corner, starts
up, and from gatepost or fence-rail bobs his head
and flirts his tail, with a vigorous * Tes-ter /” the
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while, as who would say, “ Shoo ! Begone!” This
demonstration is watched from the rear by a bird of
slimmer build, with a brick-red breast as it flutters
nervously about the undergrowth, emitting an acute,
inward, whining note, familiar to all who have at any
time approached the nesting hen. For the robin has
paired—I saw my first pair on January 28th—and
although the nest is probably not yet begun, coming
events cast their shadows before, and the cares of
two, perhaps even three, prospective broods are
upon her.

It is now certain that the yellow wagtail hasleft
us, in spite of the fact that I saw one as late as the
23rd November by the water’s edge on the Mersey
bank. If it were not so, he would be following the
plough with his kinsman, the pied wagtail. It
requires three to plough a field—a man, a horse, and
a wagtail. The last follows in the furrow last cut,
and eats the grubs.

As usual on fine open days at this time of the
year, the skylark seems to start out from nowhere,
and, spiralling up into the blue, carries one’s mind
ahead by the impulse of his carolling to days when,
by its natural fitness with the season, it will fail to
arrest the hearer’s attention as it does now. Even
if the lark had no song, its movements on the wing
are so characteristic that they alone would serve to
identify it; first, the broad spiralling curves by
which he lays the base of his tower of ascent, be-
coming narrower and narrower as he rises, until, with
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concentrated energy, he mounts in a direct line,
pausing now and again to circle out and gain fresh
strength for his upward flight; then, just as he
ascended by stages, so he descends, partially folding
his wings and inclining his head as he drops from
stage to stage, like a spider on suddenly lengthening
thread, until, at last, with wings laid closely back,
egs hanging loosely, and body abandoned to the
full pull of gravitation, he falls like a stone, recover-
ing himself when within a.yard of the earth by
expanding his wings and flitting forward close to the
ground for some distance before he alights.

With “ morning at seven’ I am abroad by the
time that the rooks arrive from their distant sleeping
quarters, which they do-in small detachments, flying
high on a straight line, especially high when there is
a mist on the land. They go at once to the rookery,
and throw themselves. down with tumbling antics
through the air, darting this way and that with a
violent zigzagging motion. As each new contingent
arrives, the whole rookery utters an objurgatory
“Caw{” as-much as to say, “Late again, Lazy
Bones!” When the sun is coming up, the birds
often rise in a mass, and with vigorous cawing
describe mazy circles above the tree-tops—a delight-
ful picture as the cloud of black shifting wings weaves
its airy web upon the yellow background of the dawn.
After this they betake themselves to the adjoining
fields to feed.

One of the birds has, at the time of writing, a
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large, greyish white patch on each wing, giving it to
some degree the appearance of a magpie. This is
due to faulty secretion, and sometimes rooks are
wholly white from this cause, as well as jackdaws,
and that contradiction in terms, the white blackbird.
Sparrows also may at times be observed with a white
patch in some part of their bodies.

After breakfast, some of the more meditative
spirits perch alone, preferably on a high dead branch,
a habit I have noted in birds of this kind in various
parts of the world.

It is at such times that the rook, feeling, possibly,
that he is beyond the reach of criticism, breaks forth
into song ! Whatever may be thought of the song
of the rook from the point of view of art, the bird
itself evidently finds no small satisfaction in it.
From his solitary perch he delivers himself, with
sundry antics, of a series of little consequential
gabblings, punctuated from time to time by a
strident “Caw ! ” as he dips his head and cocks his
tail to one of the black colony sailing past his singing
perch. Genial weather, and probably a well-filled
stomach, are accountable for this lapse from corvine
gravity ; and when the inspiration is on him, a rook
may be approached more closely than at more prosaic
moments, as is the case with many other birds with
equal pretension to wariness.

After weeks of unusually mild weather, with a
temperature between fifty and sixty degrees Fahr.
in the shade, there came a sudden snap of frost on
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the night of the 12—13th February, and when I went
out in the early morning, a low mist covered the
meadows.

As I approached a tall, bare elm, there slipped
from the upper branches two kestrels, which I was
near enough to identify on the wing ere they glided
into the mist. I had last seen the kestrel—alone,
as usual in the autumn—on the 16th November.
The frost then drove it away. It was strange to
meet the bird again—to all appearances paired—
immediately an unexpected snap of frost came to
put an edge on the soft, springlike weather which
had preceded it for some weeks. For the same
reason that frost drives away birds from a given
district, it will bring strangers into that district,
receding before a similar visitation in the surrounding
country.

So unusually mild a February was not allowed
to pass out peacefully. The south-west winds,
which had characterized the winter throughout,
developed into a terrific gale in the early hours
of the morning of the 27th, the wind running for
three hours with a velocity of sixty-six miles an
hour, and at times attaining ninety miles an hour.

I was out in the meadows at the height of the
gale, and was struck by the behaviour of the rooks
under the unusual circumstances. About a hundred
and fifty birds, all facing windward, and packed in a
serried mass upon an area which at ordinary times
would have afforded elbow-room for no more than
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half a dozen, cowered in a sheltered corner of the
field, formed by the cross hedges. From time to
time one of them essayed to skim the hedge, but
was immediately hurled backward, and fell in again
crestfallen at the rear of his less venturesome com-
rades, only a few managing to get over during
temporary lapses of the wind. These worked their
way forward by short flights, hugging the ground
closely, until they skimmed up the lee side of a high
railway embankment, when, caught at the top by the
wind rushing up the farther side, they were whirled
aloft, and only saved themselves by wheeling out in
great arcs across the wind, tacking from point to
point, as if feeling for openings between the currents
of air. Strong flier as the rook is, he carries too
much sail for a gale, and the missel-thrushes, flying
high and straight in the wind with short, strong,
rapidly beating wings, showed themselves better
equipped for the emergency.

The river Mersey, which is a stream of some
twenty to thirty feet in breadth in my neighbour-
hood, carried white-crested waves a foot high, and
the wind whipped the spray up in clouds as it
drove round the bends. For a few moments the
gale was terrific. I had just put up my glasses to
watch a pair of skylarks in the meadow below the
river embankment, when I was carried off my feet
by a furious gust, the larks were swept splashing
along the water meadows for fifty yards, dead timber
flew out straight from the trees like so much paper,
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And so it goes on—the endless short tackings
and attitudinizings—until the rattle of a second
cock causes both to start up and eye the erect
figure seated defiantly on the hedge-top, flirting
his tail excitedly. The invader does not deliver
the attack offhand, but dropping quietly into the
field, like the other two goes through a performance
of running hither and thither, observing and pre-
tending not to observe, varying his tactics by
feigning. to pick impalpable nothings from the grass
as he works his way up. But these antics are well
understood by the gentleman in possession, and
he struts angrily to and fro, going halfway toward
the intruder, and then returning to the hen, as if he
were afraid that while he was winning the battle,
the prize might vanish. However, after a great
deal of skirmishing, the invading cock charges home
in full flight, and the two birds flutter up in a
sparring contest on the wing in the manner of
starlings. Whilst this is going forward, the hen,
as a rule, takes wing ; and, with a final peck or two,
the two cocks, sounding their rattles, follow her in
hot pursuit, probably to renew the battle elsewhere.

In the opening days of March it is plainly to be
seen by the distribution of the rooks in their feeding-
grounds that they are for the most part paired.
Now and again a cock spreads his tail, and struts about
before his lady, sweeping the grass with drooping
wings like a turkey-cock the while. Then the pair
face one another, and bow low repeatedly to each

78



March

other, so that their beaks all but meet on the
ground, whilst their spread tails are erected sym-
metrically in the air. During this grotesque see-
sawing, the male emits a low guttural sound, not
unlike the ¢laughter” of the “laughing” gull.
If any too attentive gentleman strays undesirably
near his “charmer,” the rook, unlike the missel-
thrush, wastes no time in idle finesse, but just
“goes” for him, gets his beak fastened in the
intruder’s poll, and pins him to the ground. The
cries of the chastised one cause a crowd of rooks to
rush up, and these stand round, not fighting them-
selves, but cawing wildly, with necks and wings
outstretched, to those so engaged.

Such of our rooks as have old nests returned to
roost permanently by them during the first week in
March, and the male may now be seen occupied the
day over bringing sticks for the repair of the nest
and food for his mate, whom he leaves in charge
during his excursions. The twigs are for the most
part gathered from the surrounding trees, being
broken off by the male with considerable force.
He then presents them to his partner with a self-
satisfied caw, and after helping to fix them in
position, sets off again, leaving her on guard. For
there are thieves among rooks, and the verb “to
rook ” was not coined for nothing. A sudden caw
recalls the cock if a marauder approaches the nest,
and he comes sweeping back, getting above his
adversary, if possible, and, dropping upon him,
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seizes him by the feathers of the nape, and “ sinks
him hurtling through the branches.

There is another source of anxiety for the old
birds when repairing their nests—the young birds of
the former season. The latter persist in claiming a
right of approach to the nest in which they were
reared, despite the fact that they generally have with
them sons or daughters from neighbouring nests as
prospective consorts. We have many such young
birds in our rookeries, where the practice of yearly
shooting them off just before they are ready for
flight is little observed. The consequence is that,
while the old nests are being repaired, several
couples of these young birds sit around, occasionally
mobbing the old lady on guard, whom they no
doubt regard as a most unnatural mother. Then
the father returns, and deals out rough justice ; and
any one who has heard him fifty yards away snap off
stout twigs for the nest, can well imagine that when
he tweaks their feathers with his strong beak, the
sting at the other end must gradually convince his
discarded offspring that home is not the place it
used to be. But the lesson is hard to learn, and for
days these young birds take their punishment, only
to fly around and alight again on the same branch,
there to indulge in idle revilings of the parents who
have cut them adrift.

From time to time one of these young birds gets
a stick of his own, and there is a tremendous flutter
of excitement among the young couples at this
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first attempt at houseckeeping. But it is evident
from the stupid manner in which he perches, twig
in beak, beside his mate, that he is at a loss what to
do with the wonderful acquisition ; and as she appears
equally inept, they sit together, congratulating one
another, until it falls from his mouth, However,
neither Rome nor a bird’s nest is built in a day, and
before they are many weeks older this inexperienced
young couple will probably have more than a nest
on their hands.

Although part of the birds have returned to us,
a considerable number still continue to leave in the
evening for their winter sleeping quarters, which lie
to the west. Before the breaking up of Trafford
Park by the cutting of the Ship Canal, they used to
fly northward to roost there during the winter
months. For how many years—or, more probably,
centuries—had the ancestors of these birds gone
backwards and forwards on this north-and-south
line between Stretford and that ancient estate ?
What must have been the consternation among
birds of such rigidly conservative habit when they
found their old roosting haunt invaded! And how
did they fix upon their new one? In short, who
leads among rooks? For, a head of some sort
there certainly is. One may watch a field full of
rooks coming and going all day long, each bird at
its own prompting. Then suddenly, and apparently
at the instigation of one or two birds, the whole
field rises as if by a common understanding, and the
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flock makes off without exception. That this is not
due to alarm will be readily believed by those
acquainted with the way of rooks. For there is a
decided individuality about this bird ; andif a flock
gets up at one’s approach, a few will often refuse to
rise, or, even after jerking their wings preparatory
to flight, settle down again as if they consider it to
have been a “false alarm.” Be that as it may,
those in authority among the rooks have changed
their sleeping quarters, and they now fly east and
west daily in the winter between their sleeping and
their nesting quarters ; and, although they dribble
in in the morning and dribble out again in the
evening, the straggling line of slowly moving black
wings touches a sympathetic chord as it comes up,
cawing from afar, to the kindling east, or as it
passes and fades away at evening in the reddening
west.,

All rooks do not daily visit their nesting haunts
during the winter as ours do, but some forsake
them when the young have flown, to return again
only in the following spring. It must have been
such a return which I witnessed on the 3rd March.
I was in the heart of the city of Manchester at five
o'clock in the afternoon of that day, and, looking
up, beheld at a great height, immediately over the
Exchange, a flock of about a couple of hundred
rooks flying straight on roughly a south-and-north
line. I hurried on, and watched them pass in high
flight between the Cathedral and the Exchange
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station, finally losing sight of them behind the
buildings lying beyond. I should be inte-
rested to know in what district on the north
side of Manchester the rooks returned to their
summer haunts in the evening of the 3rd March,
1903.

On the morning of the 29th March I passed
the spot where I had taken leave of my last wheat-
ear during the autumn migration at the close of
September of the preceding year. A sudden flash
of white on the freshly turned clods revealed the
wanderer returned to the old field-corner, where a
huge dung-heap forms, as it would seem, a baiting-
ground for the birds—one could well believe them
to be the same birds—in their passage to and fro
at the spring and autumn migrations. ~Whither
these particular birds go from here I do not know,
unless it be to the Derbyshire hills, whose grey
forms rise boldly on the horizon to the south and
east ; but if such be the case, they may well be
content to spend a day or two with us in the
lowlands, as is their habit, with the goal of their
wanderings so nearly in view.

There are few sights more welcome to the
bird lover in his early spring rambles than that
of the wheatear as it flits from clod to clod in
the bare fields in the later days of March. A
rival of the chiff-chaff for the primacy as spring’s
earliest herald from overseas, he delivers to the
eye in the open plain the message which the
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tenderer little warbler conveys to the ear from the
safer shelter of wood or copse.

If one could give to the robin a buffy white waist-
coat, draw a blue-grey coat over his olive-brown
back, and deepen the wings to black, he might, in
spite of the wheatear’s slimmer build, counterfeit
the latter with some success. The same exquisite
sleekness of plumage is found in both ; the same
habit of drooping the wings; the same sprightly
duckings of the head and flirtings of the tail ; the
same love of perching on some slight eminence,
be it clod, or stone, or post ; the same pugnacious
exclusiveness in chasing other birds, especially those
of their own kind, from the spot of which they
have taken prior possession. But, even if the
“Tet! tet!” of the robin could pass for the  Tac/
tac!” of the wheatear (a note common to all the
chats, and imitated by striking together two pebbles),
the first true wheatear which came along with flashing
white tail deeply barred with black at the extremity
would betray the counterfeit, and reveal the bird
which, from this, its most distinctive marking, our
forefathers named with Saxon directness Avitears,
since corrupted into the euphemistic * wheatear,”
but really meaning  white rump.”

Despite such points of resemblance in form,
motion, and habit, which may serve to assimilate
two birds so diverse in their markings as the
robin and the wheatear, in other respects they
stand in the sharpest contrast. For, whilst the one
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has ingratiated itself among many peoples by the
trustful or, perhaps, bold familiarity of its ways, and
is ever found in close association with man and his
works, the other shuns such contact, and flees
beyond the last furrow of the plough to the
waste uplands or rocky seashore, where it may
live its wild solitary life. Already during its
temporary sojourn in the plains one observes that
the wheatear does not perch on trees as robins
do, but flits from clod to clod and from post to
post, just as it is wont to fly from rock to rock
along the seashore, or from one prominent object
to another on the lonely moors which its presence
serves to enliven. Both, as a rule, fly close to the
ground, although the robin will at times perch high
to sing. Both are solitary birds, the robin never
packing, and the wheatears doing so only when
migrating. In spite, however, of all points of
difference, there remains a striking likeness in the
¢ personality ”’ of these two birds, the more worthy,
perhaps, to be noted here, since such facts are
of too elusive a character to enter as elements in
classification.

These birds continued to drift singly across our
fields until the 16th April, the first male being seen
ten days later than the first female. After a lull
from the 16th April until the 3rd May, other larger
wheatears began to drift across, and among these
were some apparently already paired. The last birds
of this second migration passed on the 12th May.
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Close observation of a comparatively limited area
thus afforded evidence of the two successive migra-
tions of wheatears—first the smaller form, which is
our’ British- breeding-bird ; then the larger one,
which -is-known topass as far north as Greenland
for nesting purposes.

Although the chiff-chaff was’announced as having
arrived on the 277th March on the other side of the
Cheshire border, he was not yet to be found in some
of his usual summer haunts on the Lancashire side.

All our winter stay-at-homes, however, were
then in full song again. The yellow-hammer
opened with his ¢little - bit-0’ - bread -and - no -
che-e-s-e”’ note on the ‘4th March, and, although
rather weak in the “cheese” for some days, after-
wards made up for the deficiency with characteristic
industry. - :

The corn-bunting had now completed his re-
markable ‘record of winter singing, and carried it
on into spring with increasing energy. The green-
finch struck up its somewhat similar rag-tearing ”
scream on the 29th.

Cock chaffinches only occasionally favour us
by their early company, but the rattling song
which was first heard at Stretford on the 22nd
March, must have caused a flutter among the
numerous mild-mannered females who had been
playing the part of grass widows in the neighbour-
hood since the fall of the preceding year.

The courting of the missel-thrushes still continued
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to be a terribly earnest business, and appeared to
have reached that stage when the hen was deter-
mined to put the cock’s devotion to the final proof
of touring the countryside in ceaseless flight with
her suitor at her tail.

Whilst sitting under a hedge in an orchard about
this time, I was startled by the outrush of a couple
of furious song-thrushes, one pursuing the other
until both suddenly settled on the boughs of the
same tree at a distance of a few feet from each other.
Then both sang wildly together, interjecting excited
squeaks and gabblings such as starlings use. It was
manifest from the gestures of these birds that their
song was prompted by anger. I have known a
robin respond by vigorous singing after flitting
aside in order to avoid an experimental pass I had
made at him with my stick.

Magpies are now moving in pairs. These birds
are always with us in considerable numbers, so that
I seldom go out either in winter or summer without
seeing or hearing them. They affect more par-
ticularly the high beeches and elms which stand
either singly or set widely apart in rows in the open
fields on each side of the river Mersey. After the
leaves had fallen in the autumn, the nests, placed
centrally against the trunks and near the tops of the
trees, could be counted to the number of a score in
a mile walk—Iarge domed aggregations of sticks and
twigs, showing black against the sky. They vary in
size 3 for this bird, which pairs for life, continues to
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use the same nest in successive years, making addi-
tions at the beginning of each breeding season. The
birds commence nesting operations long before the
spring leaves appear, and already early in March
nests were in course of construction. It remained,
however, to be seen if they would be completed ; for
the magpie is a fastidious builder, and frequently
abandons, for some unapparent reason, the site it has
first selected. This bird’s note—a grating sound
shaken out loosely five or six times in succession—
resembles in its quality the noise made by a rattle,
but in the form of its delivery is similar to the
bleating of a goat. It is generally heard before the
bird is seen, for the magpie, so wary in most
respects, no sooner sights a possible enemy than it
betrays its whereabouts by its alarm note, further
exposing itself by starting upon a long flight to
some distant tree, during which it often emits
another more acute and querulous note. Seen from
below on the wing, the bird roughly resembles a
dragon-fly in form, the long graduated tail causing
the short wings to appear as if set disproportionately
high on the shoulders. The flight is generally
directed upon a straight line, and is slow and
laboured, as if the bird were being held back by
some invisible thread attached to its long tail.
When it alights, the body is swayed forward on the
branch as the unmanageable tail shoots upward, so
that one cannot but wonder what natural process has

evolved and perpetuates such an obstructive member.
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Whatever be the value of a magpie’s wings and tail
as a means of locomotion, as adornments they go to
make up a singularly elegant and striking bird. A
bird of eighteen inches from beak to tail, of a
lustrous black, contrasting strongly with the white
underparts, the bold white scapulars, and the flicker-
ing black and white of the primaries, it is by far
the most conspicuous of our inland species. The
magpie’s good looks, however, go with a bad reputas
tion for egg and chick stealing, and its bedraggled
form may be found in any gamekeeper’s ¢ museum”
in company with the mortal remains of weasels,
stoats, hawks, crows, jays, and similar malefactors.
What a fine set some of these same malefactors are
—the fleet, the strong, the cunning! And in the
interest of what are they thus cut off 7 Principally
of an imported creature which degenerates (as it
could not but degenerate) in proportion to the
degree to which it is protected, so that men must
go round and collect its eggs, and bring them in
for incubation by a farmyard fowl. Game birds
probably suffer less from the depredations of the
magpie than small birds generally. I observe that
the rook—so partial to his corvine relatives, the jack-
daw and starling—will not suffer the presence of a
magpie, although a bird of the same stock : and the
rook should know ; for, although he has managed
to ingratiate himself with the lord of the manor, he

is notabove a fresh egg himself, nor even a chick, for
that matter.
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There was once a pheasant which had partly
hatched off its eggs in the middle of a grass field.
When the hay was got in, a small patch was left
uncut out of consideration for the sitting bird.
The rooks from a neighbouring rookery developed
such a strong attachment for the spot, that it was with
surprise that it was noticed one morning that they
had all disappeared. So had everything else—except
the shells !

Whatever lapses the magpie may be guilty of, she
procures her food principally upon the ground, and
when thus engaged searching for grubs, worms, and
the like, is a very interesting object. Her antics
while feeding are often such as to convey the im-
pression that the bird is showing off before some
unseen onlooker, and it is only when one afterwards
reflects that they are the spontaneous expression of
its own character, that one realizes how extremely
capricious that character is. For there is, in fact, an
intensity in its waywardness which makes it some-
thing more than mere caprice. It recalls the wagtails
by its sudden tackings to right and left; by the
manner in which it darts forward a short way, then
draws up at once, and as rapidly swings round to the
rear, as if it had been startled by something seen
through the back of its head. The vicious dig of
its beak into the ground is truly corvine, but the
long tail that rises simultaneously and is sustained at
an acute angle, reminds one of the blackbird recover-
ing his balance after alighting on a hedgetop. Not
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a moment is the bird still ; it seems to be working
against time ; and when it rises, even though un-
alarmed, it makes off abruptly and at top speed, only
to drop on the farther side of some hedgerow and
resume its erratic performance.

During the month there has been a good deal of
“sound and fury” in the partridge haunts, where
early morning assemblies have been held to settle
matrimonial matters for the ensuing season. Cocks
have strutted and fought, the brave and the fair
retiring from communal life into domestic privacy.
A snap of uncongenial weather may yet throw them
back into the looser relationship of the covey ; but,
as the month closes, paired birds dot the fields, lying
low and moving slowly, with very little action of the
head as they feed, so that an inexperienced eye would
pass over them without being arrested. By popping
up suddenly from behind a hedge, I came upon a
pair feeding in the fallows at a distance of no more
than half a dozen yards from me. Instead of taking
flight, they crouched down motionlessly among the
clods, their low, rounded backs and little peeping
heads reminding me of tortoises. Immediately I
descended behind the hedge, they were off with a
whirr that was an amusing commentary on their
former inaction. As night falls, the birds begin to
cry in the grass fields—a cry in its quality not unlike
that of the lapwing, but inverted, the partridge
opening on the higher, and closing on the lower note,
whilst the lapwing does the reverse. Ere calling,
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the cock runs half a dozen yards or so ; then, drawing
himself up, delivers his somewhat querulous chal-
lenge in the quiet dusk, and stands as if waiting for
reply. -Receiving none, he runs again in another
direction, and renews his call.. After this has been
done several times, the female may be seen running,
with lowered head, to join him,and upon reaching him,
she squats low at his tail, the cock remaining upright.
If disturbed; the birds: use a noisy “Rit-tit-tit-tit-
tit-tit-tit | ” as they fly to some safer part of the field.

Hearmg this note one evening last summer, I
was able, by the aid of the glasses, to obtain sufficient
light to observe the cause of the disturbance. In the
middle of a grass field was a little knoll, such as
partridges delight to “jug” upon, but seated upon it
was a hare. Madam Partridge stood at the base of
the knoll, nagging at the moody quadruped ; but,
getting no’reply, worked herself up into a naughty
temper, which she sought to relieve by running to
and fro excitedly between the knoll and a group of
birds, consisting of her husband and six children,
who remained a short distance from it. In the end,
the cock- went forward with her, and the two old
birds kept running about the knoll with excited cries,
pausing . from time to time to stand bolt upright
before the hare, as if to intimidate him. The hare
seemed to be a philosophic sort of creature, and
having probably chosen the spot on account of its
peace and quietness, seeing these were gone, betook
h_imself off also, and the covey camped on the knoll.
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The hare’s retirement seemed a singularly virtuous
act, and I was therefore less prepared for the sequel.
Slipping through the hedge, he came out on to the
road, but immediately fell foul of a couple of his
kind, who had been sitting quietly on the grass at
the roadside. 'Without more ado, the three were up
on their hind legs, boxing one another with their fore-
feet in a ludicrously human manner. Round and
round they waltzed, seeking for an opening, and I
caught the crack of their pads as one or another got
home. They do not hit out, but use a downward,
clawing stroke. The psychological import of the
episode seemed to be that the hare had bottled up
his futile wrath in presence of the partridges, but
yielded to sudden temptation upon falling in with
something of a more fightable quality. After all,
virtue is probably as elastic among quadrupeds as
with men, and what is temptation to the hare may
well be the salvation of the tortoise.

The cock pheasant is at this time as demon-
strative in his attentions to the brown lady who
happens to have caught his passing fancy, as he will
probably be to a score more before the season is out.
Carried away by his amorous ardour, he breaks off
feeding, swings round with a sweep of his fine tail,
and runs rapidly up to her. She anticipates his over-
tures by laying her chin to earth, and remains so
whilst the cock, standing close before her, bows
repeatedly, so that when his head is dipped, his beak
almost touches hers. Then follow a few minutes of
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more prosaic feeding, until he feels impelled to renew
his protestations, when the performance is gone
through again. It is probably to the fact that cocks
are shot off more freely than hens that we must
ascribe the lapse of the pheasant into polygamy,
since, in its wild state, the bird is monogamous, and
discharges the duties of a parent in aiding the female
to attend to the young.

- Dunnock, thrush, and blackbird had by this time
built their nests to the sound of their own singing,
and the house and tree sparrows had woven their
summer dwellings with  more. chirps -than straws.
Great-tit, coal-tit, and blue-tit were hunting in_pairs,
the last singing on the wing as he followed : his little
mistress from tree to tree. . Many of  the rooks had
- got over the twig-breaking stage, and were gathering
tufts of dead grass with which to line their nests ;
whilst here and there a still, black tail, projecting
over the edge of the nest, attested the even more
serious occupation of the sitting hen. And the sky-
lark was everywhere, early and late pouring out a
rain -of :song upon the green meadow beneath him.
The reed-bunting, with velvety black head and white
neck-band, and the meadow pipit and pied wagtail—
the latter, startling in his pure white plumage pied
with lustrous black—{litted in pairs by the river and
over the water meadows, calling ‘to one another as
they went. The great bands of lapwings broke up
at the middle of the month, some departing north-
wards, others remaining to toy like pairs of great

94



BLACKBIRD’S NEST






March

strong butterflies, as they dashed about their breeding
fields, uttering their strenuous  Pee-wit!” which
became more querulous as the time drew near when
the four earth-brown eggs, laid on the open ground,
disposed their owners to regard every passer in a
neighbouring field as an invader of their domestic
privacy. The golden plovers, of which one attained
summer plumage as early as the 22nd February,
and a score out of some hundred and fifty birds
exhibited the black markings in every stage of de-
velopment at the time of departure, left during the
last week of March the fields where they might be
seen almost at any time since the preceding October.
Bands of starlings, each composed of several hun-
dreds of birds, passed over during the last week of
the month, leaving our local birds to hail one another
in detached pairs from the chimney-pots.  Fieldfares
were present in unusually large bands at Barlow
Moor, and in a spot—in fact, in a few particular
trees—to which they return, and in the neighbour-
hood of which they remain, every winter.

The “early ” cuckoo was announced in the local
prints, as usual, on the 11th March ; but cuckoos,
like men, were “deceivers ever ;” although, unlike
men, they are probably not often self-deceived.

March closed with the wheatear and chiff-chaff at
home again, and already in mind one heard the sound
of many wings. We were still able to count our
wanderers as they returned ; but in a short while we
should have to throw up our hands, and fall back
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upon the limited arithmetic of the Australian aborigine
— “One, two, three, and—a great many ! ”

It is not long since men used to wonder #f birds
migrated : shall we ever know enough to cease to
wonder hat they migrate ? For, if it be held that
birds change their ground because of climatic changes,
surely the birds that quit the north to winter with
us when food is scarce, should not leave us with the
advent of spring and a sufficiency of food. But if it
be argued that failure of a supply of food of the right
kind impels our summer visitors to migrate in the
autumn, how should they know that after a long and
sudden passage to the south they would find at the
end of their journey what was lacking here? For
birds, when they migrate, are not urged forward by
a famine line, so to say, forcing them farther and
farther south as the northern winter closes down
behind them ; but, as if by a common inspiration,
enter at once upon a long and arduous voyage, during
which thousands of them perish, and such as arrive
at the distant goal do so exhausted and emaciated by
the violent effort. Climate and food undoubtedly
influence migration, but, as is often the case in
reasoning about birds, there is still an unexplained
remainder ; for, as Warde Fowler truly says in his
delightful book, “A Year with the Birds,” “Birds
have ways, and reasons for them, which man is very
unlikely ever to be able to understand.”

This year the migrants put in an appearance very
early in the south of England. The wheatear was
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ﬁ MERRY month is ‘April, a month u:

shadow and shine that chase each otl.:

endlessly over the land, with now a ke
backward. cut from winter, sore to quit; now
forward glance -of summer, eager to arrive. Not
tree but now has leaf, if not flower ; and he w!
should set himself to record the happenings in wo: .
and hedgerow, and on field and moor, must nee
be a ready chronicler if he would finish his tale e
winter comes round again. Better to be part of
oneself ; to be shone on and rained on ; tramp th -
plain and roam the moor ; to know the joy of th.
quickening year, which is for every man for himseif,
and as little to be passed from one to another as the
song of a bird or the scent of a flower.

There is one bird which at this time comes
prominently into notice, whether on hill or plain—
the lapwing ; for,a slight depression in grass field or
fallow in.the lowlands, or among the heather anc
ling -of - the moor, serves to receive the four blotche:
brown eggs which this bird lays in early April, ope
to the sky, as a lapwing’s eggs should be.
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For, of all the birds that roam the air, there is
urely none more grandly free of it than the lapwing.
Che«s - birds, it is true, whose flight is so sus-
a.. 1 as * seem perfunctory, and the names of
wift and swallow and martin call up sunny scenes
vherein these summer visitors weave their mazy web
of flight from dawn to dusk with a regularity which
vould become monotonous, were it not that just
his feature serves to set them in relief against the
itaic :r habits of other birds. But the flight of the
apwing is the pure joy of life on the wing. Itis
he gull of the dry land.  Just as the sea bird exults
n the rush of the wind over the crested wave, so
he lapwing delights in the wind-swept moor.
Although so differently formed, both gull and lap-
wing have the same slow beat of the wing when
bent on some definite errand ; both have the same
habit of standing for prolonged periods almost
motionless ; and if they differ in the elegance of
their movements on the land, it is that the statelier
arriage of the lapwing at such times is matched by
the gull only when it rides the wave. But, after
such periods of quiescence, the lapwing rises as if
seized by a sudden fury of flight. At a height of
forty or fifty feet, it suddenly snaps the line of its
ascent, and, with a violent doubling movement,
which has the appearance of a somersault, precipi-
tates itself to earth, upon which it must inevitably
dash its life out, were it not that almost at the touch-
ing point it spreads its broad wings, and sails
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upwards, to repeat the feat again and again. All the
while the bird utters its wild cry, a long-drawn
nasal sound, followed by the more distinctly ar-
ticulated ¢ Pee-wit/” (Birds have no labials—for
obvious reasons—among their approximations to
consonantal forms ; and the French form of the
bird’s cry—* Dix-huit!” is instructive, as showing
the different rendering of the consonantal, but the
similar rendering of the vowel, form.) Then it
dashes along in low straight flight, and, as it passes,
the deep hum of its wings attests the stress of
motion.

Besides its name of pewit and lapwing—the
former taken from its cry, and the latter from the
slow flapping of its wings during its ordinary flight—
the bird has its name of plover from ¢ pluvier,”—
the “rain-bird,” as it might be translated, although
this name was more distinctively applied to the
golden plover on account of the great numbers of
these birds which appeared migrating at the time of
the spring and autumn rains. The term, however, has
a certain appropriateness as applied to the lapwing or
green plover ; for, I have been struck by the restless,
excited evolutions of the lapwing when skies were
heavy with rain; and as the underwing and body
flashed white against the lowering clouds I have
seemed to see the glint of gulls’ white wings on a
black horizon as they wheeled and hovered mewing,
presageful of storm, over a leaden sea.

The lapwing’s cry may be heard often quite late
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at night, and I recall one occasion when, the low
meadows about Stretford being flooded for miles and
a high moon whitening the thin mist that lay on the
water at night, lapwings were astir at midnight,
chasing wildly over its surface, their strenuous “ pee-
wit” sounding eerily as they rose from the mist,
and, with a glint of white as their underparts were
exposed for a moment to the light of the moon,
broke back with tumbling motion and drumming
wings over the misty waters.

There are few more poignant cries than that of
the lapwing when its breeding haunt is invaded. At
such times, the cock bird, who generally does sentinel
duty at some distance from the nest, rises promptly
on the wing as soon as the intruder approaches.
The hen, taking the signal, runs with lowered head
from the nest, and not until she is some distance
from it does she rise and join in the wild demonstra-
tion of her mate. The cry becomes a long, anxious
« Pee-ee /” as she circles above the intruder, upon
whom she will at times all but precipitate herself in
her fury, checking her descent when a few yards
from his head, to rise and swoop again. The young
fall flat by any tuft or clod at the warning note,
although, like the young of a nobler species, they
soon begin to think that they know better than their
elders 5 and it is comical to watch a fledgeling appease
his conscience and his curiosity at once by alternately
ducking down in some ineffectual hollow in the
ground, and craning out his small neck to observe
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the human bogey concerning whom so much is
written in the code of bird morality.

The four eggs which the lapwing lays are highly
conical at one end, and it is a law of ploverdom that
the four points shall meet at the centre of the nest.
One might spend a whole day placing them out-
wards ; the bird would reverse them at each return.

I have frequently seen lapwings attack gulls and
rooks on the wing ; for it will tolerate no bird near
its nesting quarters. But the lapwing’s ire is espe-
cially aroused by the appearance of the kestrel. The
latter moves, circling and hovering by turns, above
the moor, until the lapwing, which has been watching
the marauder with gathering wrath, darts up in per-
pendicular flight at surprising speed, and, buffeting
the hawk in passing, rises above him, then swoops
at him again ; but the latter, laying his wings out
like a pickaxe, wheels broadly aside on the wind, and
leaves the lapwing to descend, content, no doubt, to
have cleared the field of the vagrant enemy.

Another bird which the buoyant spirits of the
breeding season urge into unusual prominence is
the common snipe. About the pairing time, at the.
beginning of April, he may for some weeks be
observed on the wing frequently throughout the
day. At such times he describes great circles in the
air at a considerable height, the rapidly beating
wings carrying him round at a high speed. At
regular intervals during this great circling flight, the
wings are laid out flat, the one inside the great circle
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the bird is describing being tilted up, and that out-
side depressed. At the same moment the tail feathers
are opened out, so that the sky may be seen between
them as through the fingers of an open hand. Imme-
diately the wings and tail are so set, the tips of the
former begin to vibrate, the tail feathers remaining
rigid, and the bird strikes off at a tangent, curving
outwards and slipping downwards from the normal
path of its circular flight. It is this recurring
tangential deviation which causes the circle of the
snipe’s flight to become so vast. During the outward-
curving, downward flight, the snipe’s strange hum-
ming note is heard, synchronizing precisely with the
vibration of the tips of its wings. The bill is closed
when the note is being emitted. The bird’s great
circular flight is thus made up of two subordinate
flights—the plain flight and the humming flight, in
“regular succession. After having described three or
four great circles, the snipe reverses its course, and
proceeds in the opposite direction ; but it is to be
observed that in its “ humming” flight it still works
always on its “outer edge,” the wing outside the
great circle being invariably the one to be depressed,
and the one upon which the bird turns in per-
forming the tangential, outward-curving, downward
flight. The sound made by the snipe may be
nearly imitated by laughing in the throat with the
lips closed, and associates itself in my mind with that
made by the puffin when returning laden with fish
to his burrow. It is like hollow, mirthless laughter ;
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the expression of a wild, earnest joy by sounds
which to human ears seem mournful rather than
joyous, and therefore unnatural, uncanny, weird.
The snipe has another amusing trick in flight;
he will suddenly jerk himself to one side, throw his
wings halfway back, and allow himself to fall like a
lop-sided shuttlecock, until, as suddenly recovering
himself, he sets off again on his circular career.

The nest, to be found on low, marshy ground,
exhibits as little skill in the making as that of the
lapwing, consisting of but a few dry grass leaves
placed among the rushes or in the shelter of a
coarse tuft, and upon these are laid the four eggs, the
number of which appears to mark the limit of the re-
productive powers of so many of the snipe’s kindred.
When the nest is approached, the snipe crouches
low until the intruder is almost upon him, then
starts up with a harsh, rasping cry, and with a
violent zigzagging flight mounts aloft, where it
continues to circle and repeat its cry until danger
is passed.

On the 11th April I found the yellow wagtail
back again on the bank of a Derbyshire stream.
On the 12th of the same month I saw the bird
newly arrived at Tatton in Cheshire. On the
latter occasion I was watching a pair of pied wag-
tails tripping in conjugal complacency about the
border of a secluded pool, when the yellow wagtail
alighted about a couple of yards from his pied con-
geners. Madam immediately faced about, thinking,
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probably, as we thought, what a gay young spark
he was in his sulphur waistcoat. The situation was
interesting as the dainty little black and white lady
and the gorgeous new-comer faced each other, and
one waited curiously to see which would ¢ speak ”
first. But there was a spectator even more in-
terested than we, and with a rush, her indignant
spouse placed himself between them. We expected
to see him attack the yellow wagtail, but, running
from side to side like a collie driving sheep, he
caused the lady to retreat around the edge of the
pond, while the gay intruder betook himself to a
neighbouring field.

It was during the third week of April that the
main body of the yellow wagtails arrived in Stretford
with a rush, and some fifty or sixty birds remained
upon a limited stretch of the Mersey bank until the
end of the month, from which time until the middle
of May vigorous pairing went on. Somewhat con-
trary to their usual habits, these birds at this time
were much given to perching on trees, bush-tops, or
stems in the grass fields, an aberration in which they
were followed at the same season by those duller
members of their family—the meadow pipits.

Unlike the gay, but almost silent wagtails, the
meadow-pipit finds in song a free vent for the ex-
uberance of its feelings. Since the first week in April
the sudden “ Sing / sing / sing ! of its song became
more and more general, the bird mounting in steep
flight, singing as it rose ; until, at the culminating

10§



Birds by Land and Sea

point, it laid its wings back stiffly, and with tail
expanded and erect, and dangling legs, glided slowly
down along curve, its quickening “Sing! sing! sing!”
crushed up into a prolonged trill, which ceased as
it reached the earth. At times this bird will sing
whilst perching on a tree, on some low object on
the ground, or even upon the ground itself.

Now that we may well be considered to have
entered spring, I should, perhaps, advert to the
remarkable fact that the corn-bunting has continued
to sing in our meadows throughout the winter
months. I first noticed its resumptio