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SOME COMMON BIRDS IN THIEIR. RELATION
TO AGRICULTURE.

INTRODUOTION.

It has long been known that bitds play an important part in relation
to agriculture, but there seems to e a tendeney to dwell on the harm
they do rather than on the good. Whether & bird is injurious or bene-
ficial depends almost entirely wpon what it eats, and in the case of
specivs which are unosoally abundant or which depeicd fu parct upon the
farmer’s erops for subsistenee the charneter of the food often becomes a
very practical question, If erows or bluekbirds are seen iz numbers
about cornficlds, or if woodpeckera are noticed at work in an orchard, it
is perlmaps not sorpririvg that Lhey are acensed of doing harm. Careful
investigation, however, often shows that they are actually destroying
noxious insects, and also thal even those which do bacm at obe season
may compengate for it by eating noxions apecies ab another, Inseets
are eaten at wll times by the majority of land birdw, and during the
breeding seavon most kinds subsist lavgely and rear their yoang exeln-
sively on this food, When insceta are unusuaily plentiful, they are
eaten by many binls which ordinarily do not touch them. Even hirds
of prey resort to this diet, and when inseets are more casily obtained
than other fare, the smaller hawks aud owls live on them almost entirely,
T'his was well illostrated doring tho reeent plague of Rocky Mountain
loecusts in tha Western Btates, when it was fonnd that locusts were
eaten by pearly every bivd in the rerion, and thet they formed almost
the entire food of a large wajority of the species,

Within eertain limits, birds feed npon the kind of food that is most
accesgible. Thus, as a rule, insectivorous birds eat the insects that are
most easily obtained, provided they do not have some peculiarly dis-
agreeable property. It is not probable that a bird habitually passes by
one kind of insect to look for another which is more appetizing, and
there seems little evidence in support of the theory that the selection
of food is restricted fo any particular species of insect, for it is evi-
dent that a bird eats those which by its own method of seeking are
most easily obtained. Thus, a ground-feeding bird eats those it finds
among the dead leaves and grass; a fiyeateher, watching for ita prey
from some vautage point, captures entirely different kinds; and the
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woodpecker and warbler, in the tree tops, select still others, It is thus
apparent that a bird's diet is likely to be quite varied, and to differ at
differant seasons of the year,

In investigating the food habite of hirds, field observation can be
relied ou only to a limited extent, for it is not always easy to determine
what a bird really eats by watehing it.  In order to be positive oo this
point, it is necessary to examine the stomach contents,  When birds are
puspectad of doing injury te field exops or frutt trees, o few individuals
should be ehot and their stomachs examined. This will show unmis-
takably whether or not the birds are gnilty.

In response to a general demnnd for definite information regarding
the food habits of our native birds, the Biclogical Burvey of the Depart-
meni of Agrienlbure has for pome vears past been condncting p system-
atie. inveatigation of the food of species which are belicved to be of
economic importance. Thousands of birds! stomuchs have been care-
fully ¢xamined in the laboratory, aud all the available data respect-
ing the food bromght together. The resmlts of the investigations
telativg to birds of prey, basad on wo pxamination of nearly 3,000
stomachs, were publisbed in 1893, tn a special bulletin entitled The
Hawks and Owls of the Uniléd Btutes, Mooy other species have boen
similarly studicd and the resulis poblisked, either in special bulletins
or as artieles in fhe yearbooks, The present bulletin confains brier
abstracts of the results of food studiea of aboet 50 grain and insect
eating birds belonging to 10 different families.'

These species cowprige amentg others the erow blaekbirds and ries-
birds, agninst which scrions complaints have been made on acconnt of.
the damage they do to corn, wheat, Tice, and other ecrops; and alse the
onekoos, gprosheaks, and thrashers, which are penerally admitfcd to he
bepeficial, but whose true value ns insect destroyers has not been fully
appreciated. The practical value of hirds in controlling insect peats
shonld be more generally recognized. It may be an casy maiter to
exterminate the birds in an ovehard or grain fleld, bot it is ar extremely
difticult one to control the insect pesta. Il is cerlain, foo, that the
value of our native sparrows as weed destroyers 18 not appreciated.
Weed aeed forms an important item of the winter food of many of these
birde, and it is impossible to estimate the immense numbers of noxions
weeds which are thus anunally destroyed.

“The limite of this balletin preclude piving more than a very hrief statement
regarding the food of eucl bird, but wore deipiled scoounts of some of the apeciea
will be found in the following Teports of the Hiclogiesl Snrvey (formoerly Division
of Oroithology snd Mapimalogyh: The Crow—EBalletin No. 6, 18056, pp. 1-88; Wood-
pockere—DBulletin No. 7, 1865, pp. 1-39%; Kingbird—Annusl Keport Seeretary of
Agrienltnre, for 1203, pp. 233254 ; Daltimere Oriole—Yenrheok United Statea Depart-
ment of Agriculinre for 19S5, pp. 426-430; Grackles—Yearbook for 1804, pp. 230-248;
Meadowlark—Yearbook for 1815, pp. 420-426; Cedarbird—Annusl Repert Secretary
ol Agrieulinre, for 1802, py. 197-200; Catlard, Brown Thrasher, and Wren—Yearbook
for 1845, pp. 406414,
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If birds are protected and enconraged to nest about the farm and gar-
den, they will do their share in destroying noxions insects and weeds,
and a few hours spent in putting up boxes for bluebirds, martins, and
wreng will prove a good investment. Birds are protected by law in
many SBtates, but it remains for the agricultnyists to see that the laws
are faithfully obaerved.

T OUCKEOUE,

[ Cpecyzua amirioenss aned € erylbropktfialnes,)

Two species of enckoos, the yellow-billed (fig. 1) anid tho black-billed,
are common in the Tnited States east of the Tlaine, and & subapecies
of the yellow-billad extends westward to the Pacific.  While the two
species are quite distinct, they do not differ greatly in food habits, and
their econotnie atatms ia practically tho same.

Fua. L, —FEolow-billed cuckoo.

An examination of 37 stomacha hax shown thut these cnckoos are
much given to eating eaterpillars, and, unlike most birds, do not reject
those covered with bair. In fact, cuckoos eat ro many hairy cater-
pillars that the haira pierce the ineer lining ot the stomach and remain
there, so that when the stomach ia opened and turned inside ont, it
appears to be lined with a thin coating of fur.

An examination of the stemacha of 16 black-billed cnckoos, taken
duriug the summer months, showed the remaing of 328 caterpillars, 11
beetles, 15 grasshoppers, 03 sawilies, 3 stink bugs, and 4 spiders, In
all probability more individuals than theas were represented, but their
remains were too badly broken for resognition. Most of the cater-
pillars were hairy, and many ol them belonged to a genus that Tives in
colonies and feeds on the leaves of trecs, inclnding the apple tree.
Omne stomach was filled with Jarvee of a caterpillar belonging to the
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same genus as the tent caterpillar, amd possibly to that species. Other
larvie were those of large moths, for which the bird seems to have a
special fondnesa. The beetles ware for tho moat part elick beetles and
weevils, with o few May beetles and some others, The sawilies were
all found in two stomachs, one of which contained no legs than 60 in
the larval stape,

Of the yellow-billed cuckos, 21 stomachs {eollected from May to
October, inclusive} were examined. The contents congisted of 335
caterpillars, 18 beatles, 23 grasshoppers, 31 sawflies, 14 bugs, 6 flies,
and 12 spiders, - As in the care of the black-Biiled eackoo, most of the
eaterpillars belonged Lo hairy epecies and many of them were of large

giza. One stomach contaived 12 American tent caterpillars; another |

217 fall webworms. The bectlos wera distributed among several
fumilies, but all more or less harmful to agriculture. In the same
stomuch which eontained the tent eaterpallars were two Colorado potato
beetles; in another were three goldsmith beetlas and remains of several
other large beetles. EBesides ordinary grasshoppers were several katy-
dids avd tree erickets. The sawillies were in the lurval stage, in
which they resemble eaterpillars so closely that they are commonly
calledl false caterpillars by entomologists, and perhapa this likeness
may be tho reason the cnckoes end them 3o froely,  The bugs consisted
of atink hags and cicadae or dog-day harvest Bies, with the single exeep-
tion of one wheel bog, which was the only useful insect eaten, nnlexs
the spiders be counted as ancl:,

THE WOODPECHERS,

Tive or six apeciea of woodpeckers are familiarly knewn throughout
the eastern United States, and in the weat are replaced by others of
similar habits. Beveral apecies rewain in the norihern SBtates throngh
the entire year, while ofhers are mors or loss migratory,

Farmers are prone to Jook upen wood peckers with sugpicion. When

the birds are scen scrambling over fralt trees and pecking at the bark,

amld fresh heles ave fonnd in the tree, it is concluded that they are
doing harm., CUnreful observers, howaver, have noticed that, excepting
a single species, these binds rarely leave any important mark on a
healtlyy tree, but that when a trea is atfected by wood-boring larv:e
the ingects are acenrately located, dislodged, and devoured. In case
the holes from whivh the borera are taken are afterwards occupied
and eularged by colonies of ants, these ants in turn are drawn out and
eatern, i

Two of the best known woodpeckers, the hairy wondpecker (Dhryo.
bates villosux) (fig. 2) and the downy woodpecker (I pubeseens), includ-
ing their races, range over the greater part of the United States, and
for the most part remain throughont the year in their usanal haunts.
They differ chiefly in size, for their colors are practically the same, and
the males, like other woodpeckers, are distinguished by a searlet paich
on the head,
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An examination of many stomachs of these two birds shows that
from two-thirds to three-fonrths of the foodl consists of insects, chiefly
noxions, Wood -boring beetles, both adults and larve, are conspicn-
ous, and with them are associated many caterpillars, mostly species
that burrow into trees, Next in importance are the ants that live in
deeaying wood, all of which are sought by womdpeckers and eaten in
great quantities. Many ants are particnlarly harnfual to vimber, for if
they find a small spot of deeay in the vacant borrow of some wood-
borer, they enlarge the hole, and as their colony is always on the
increase, continue to eat away the wood antil the whole trunk is honey-

Lt 0aley wamdpaeclhae.

combed.  Moreover, these insects are not aceessible to other birds, and
could pursue their career of destruction vmuolested were it not that
the woodpeckers, with beaks and tougues espeeially fitted for such
work, dig ont and devonr them. It is thas evident that woodpeckers
are great conservatora of forests. To them, more than to any other
agency, we owe the preservation of timbor from lordes of destructive
insects.

One of the larger woodpeekers familiar to everyone is the flicker, or
golden-winged.woodpecker [ Cofoptes anratus) (fig. 3), whicl is generally
distribated throughont the Tnited Seates from e Atlantic Coast to



