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THE BLUE JAY

DURING about three-fourths of the year the American Jay is an extremely tame, noisy and
even obstrusive bird in its habits. As the breeding season approaches he suddenly becomes silent,
preparing the nest in the most secluded parts of his native forests, and exercising all his cunning to
keep it concealed. He is omniverous but is especially fond of eggs and young birds. The Jay may
be regarded as eminently injurious though in spring he consumes a number of insects to atone for
his sins of stealing fruit and berries in autumn. He is a professional nest robber, and other birds are
as watchful of him as is a mother of her babe. He glides through the foliage of the trees so swiftly
and noiselessly that his presence is scarcely suspected until he has committed some depredation. The
Robin is his most wary foe, and when the Jay is found near his nest will pursue him and drive him
from the neighborhood. He is as brave as he is active, however, and dashes boldly in pursuit of his
more plainly attired neighbors who venture to intrude upon his domain.

The Jay has a curious antipathy toward the owl, perching on trees above it and keeping up a
continual screeching. Some years ago an Ohio gentleman was presented with a magnificent specimen
of the horned owl, which he kept for a time in a large tin cage. In favorable weather the cage was
set out of doors, when it would soon be surrounded by Jays, much in the manner described of the
Toucan, and an incessant screeching followed, to which the owl appeared indifferent. They would
venture near enough to steal a portion of his food, the bars of his cage being sufficiently wide apart to
admit them. On one occasion, however, he caught the tail of a Jay in his claws and left the tormentor
without his proud appendage.

The Jay remains with us throughout the year. He is one of the wildest of our birds, the shyest
of man, although seeing him most. He makes no regular migrations at certain seasons, but, unless
disturbed, will live out his life close to his favorite haunts. His wings show him to be unfitted for
extended flight.

Jays are most easily discovered in the morning about sunrise on the tops of young live oaks.
Their notes are varied. Later in the day it is more difficult to find them, as they are more silent, and
not so much on the tree tops as among the bushes.

The Jays breed in woods, forests, orchards, preferring old and very shady trees, placing their
nests in the center against the body, or at the bifurcation of large limbs. The nest is formed of twigs
and roots; the eggs are from four to six.

THE BLUE JAY

Something glorious, something gay,
Flits and flashes this-a-way!

"Thwart the hemlock’s dusky shade,
Rich in color full displayed,

Swiftly vivid as a flame —

Blue as heaven and white as snow —
Doth this lovely creature go.
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What may be his dainty name?
“Only this” — the people say —
“Saucy, chattering, scolding Jay!”
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THE SWALLOW-TAILED INDIAN ROLLER

SWALLOW-TAILED Indian Rollers are natives of Northeastern Africa and Senegambia, and
also the interior of the Niger district. The bird is so called from its way of occasionally rolling or
turning over in its flight, somewhat after the fashion of a tumbler pigeon. A traveller in describing
the habits of the Roller family, says:

“On the 12th of April I reached Jericho alone, and remained there in solitude for several days,
during which time I had many opportunities of observing the grotesque habits of the Roller. For
several successive evenings, great flocks of Rollers mustered shortly before sunset on some dona trees
near the fountain, with all the noise but without the decorum of Rooks. After a volley of discordant
screams, from the sound of which it derives its Arabic name of “schurkrak,” a few birds would start
from their perches and commence overhead a series of somersaults. In a moment or two they would
be followed by the whole flock, and these gambols would be repeated for a dozen times or more.

“Everywhere it takes its perch on some conspicuous branch or on the top of a rock, where
it can see and be seen. The bare tops of the fig trees, before they put forth their leaves, are in the
cultivated terraces, a particularly favorite resort. In the barren Ghor I have often watched it perched
unconcernedly on a knot of gravel or marl in the plain, watching apparently for the emergence of
beetles from the sand. Elsewhere I have not seen it settle on the ground.

“Like Europeans in the East, it can make itself happy without chairs and tables in the desert, but
prefers a comfortable easy chair when it is to be found. Its nest I have seen in ruins, in holes in rocks,
in burrows, in steep sand cliffs, but far more generally in hollow trees. The colony in the Wady Kelt
used burrows excavated by themselves, and many a hole did they relinquish, owing to the difficulty of
working it. So cunningly were the nests placed under a crumbling, treacherous ledge, overhanging a
chasm of perhaps one or two hundred feet, that we were completely foiled in our siege. We obtained
a nest of six eggs, quite fresh, in a hollow tree in Bashan, near Gadara, on the 6th of May.

“The total length of the Roller is about twelve inches. The Swallow-tailed Indian Roller, of
which we present a specimen, differs from the Europeon Roller only in having the outer tail feathers
elongated to an extent of several inches.”
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THE RED HEADED WOODPECKER

PERHAPS no bird in North America is more universally known than the Red Headed
Woodpecker. He is found in all parts of the United States and is sometimes called, for short, by
the significant name of Red Head. His tri-colored plumage, red, white and black, glossed with steel
blue, is so striking and characteristic, and his predatory habits in the orchards and cornfields, and
fondness for hovering along the fences, so very notorious, that almost every child is acquainted with
the Red Headed Woodpecker. In the immediate neighborhood of large cities, where the old timber
is chiefly cut down, he is not so frequently found. Wherever there is a deadening, however, you will
find him, and in the dead tops and limbs of high trees he makes his home. Towards the mountains,
particularly in the vicinity of creeks and rivers, these birds are extremely numerous, especially in the
latter end of summer. It is interesting to hear them rattling on the dead leaves of trees or see them
on the roadside fences, where they flit from stake to stake. We remember a tremendous and quite
alarming and afterwards ludicrous rattling by one of them on some loose tin roofing on a neighbor’s
house. This occurred so often that the owner, to secure peace, had the roof repaired.

They love the wild cherries, the earliest and sweetest apples, for, as is said of him, “he is so
excellent a connoisseur in fruit, that whenever an apple or pear is found broached by him, it is sure to
be among the ripest and best flavored. When alarmed he seizes a capital one by striking his open bill
into it, and bears it off to the woods.” He eats the rich, succulent, milky young corn with voracity. He
is of a gay and frolicsome disposition, and half a dozen of the fraternity are frequently seen diving and
vociferating around the high dead limbs of some large trees, pursuing and playing with each other,
and amusing the passerby with their gambols. He is a comical fellow, too, prying around at you from
the bole of a tree or from his nesting hole therein.

Though a lover of fruit, he does more good than injury. Insects are his natural food, and form
at least two thirds of his subsistence. He devours the destructive insects that penetrate the bark and
body of a tree to deposit their eggs and larvae.

About the middle of May, he begins to construct his nest, which is formed in the body of
large limbs of trees, taking in no material but smoothing it within to the proper shape and size. The
female lays six eggs, of a pure white. The young appear about the first of June. About the middle of
September the Red Heads begin to migrate to warmer climates, travelling at night time in an irregular
way like a disbanded army and stopping for rest and food through the day.

The black snake is the deadly foe of the Red Head, frequently entering his nest, feeding upon
the young, and remaining for days in possession.

“The eager school-boy, after hazarding his neck to reach the Woodpecker’s hole, at the
triumphant moment when he thinks the nestlings his own, strips his arm, launches it down into the
cavity, and grasping what he conceives to be the callow young, starts with horror at the sight of
a hideous snake, almost drops from his giddy pinnacle, and retreats down the tree with terror and
precipitation.”
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THE WOODPECKER

The Drummer Bird

My dear girls and boys:

The man who told me to keep still and look pleasant while he took my picture said I might
write you a letter to send with it. You say I always keep on the other side of the tree from you. That
is because someone has told you that I spoil trees, and I am afraid that you will want to punish me
for it. I do not spoil trees. The trees like to have me come to visit them, for I eat the insects that are
killing them. Shall I tell you how I do this?

I cling to the tree with my strong claws so sharply hooked. The pointed feathers of my tail
are stiff enough to help hold me against the bark. Then my breast bone is quite flat, so that I may
press close to the tree. When I am all ready you hear my r-r-rap — just like a rattle. My head goes
as quickly as if it were moved by a spring. Such a strong, sharp bill makes the chips fly! The tiny
tunnel I dig just reaches the insect.

Then I thrust out my long tongue. It has a sharp, horny tip, and has barbs on it too. Very tiny
insects stick to a liquid like glue that covers my tongue. I suppose I must tell you that I like a taste of
the ripest fruit and grain. Don’t you think I earn a little when I work so hard keeping the trees healthy?

I must tell you about the deep tunnel my mate and I cut out of a tree. It is just wide enough
for us to slip into. It is not straight down, but bent, so that the rain cannot get to the bottom. There
we make a nest of little chips for our five white eggs.

I should like to tell you one of the stories that some boys and girls tell about my red head. You
will find it on another page of the book. Now I must fly away to peck for more bugs.

Your loving friend,
Woodpecker.
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MEXICAN MOT MOT

MOT MOTS are peculiar to the new world, being found from Mexico throughout the whole of
Central America and the South American continent. The general plumage is green, and the majority
of the species have a large racket at the end of the center tail feathers, formed by the bird itself.

The Houton, (so called from his note,) according to Waterson, ranks high in beauty among
the birds of Demerara. This beautiful creature seems to suppose that its beauty can be increased by
trimming its tail, which undergoes the same operation as one’s hair in a barber shop, using its own
beak, which is serrated, in lieu of a pair of scissors. As soon as its tail is fully grown, he begins about
an inch from the extremity of the two longest feathers in it and cuts away the web on both sides of the
shaft, making a gap about an inch long. Both male and female wear their tails in this manner, which
gives them a remarkable appearance among all other birds.
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