
FIELD NOTES FROM HERE AND THERE_
A MURDER OF CROWS

By Marjorie W. Rines

On April 1, 1999,1 was taking an early spring walk though Mount Auburn 
Cemetery in Cambridge when the social chatter of the crows escalated to the 
shrieking that indicates the mobbing of a raptor. The tone was an hysterical pitch 
that almost invariably means a Great Homed Owl, a species for which crows 
seem to hold a special animosity. Only twice have I been fooled by this sound, 
and in both instances the mobbing victim was a Red-tailed Hawk that had killed 
a crow.

As I got closer, I saw over a hundred crows in the trees, and at least a dozen 
others on the ground, but no owl and no hawk was present. In the center of the 
controversy were two crows with their claws locked together, apparently 
engaged in conflict. The nearest crows were sporadically engaging in the fray, 
pecking at both combatants, and occasionally actually trying to pull out wing 
feathers. The two combatants themselves engaged in only sporadic skirmishing 
and appeared to be tired.

A fight between two crows would not have surprised me, but the 
involvement of well over one hundred other individuals as spectators was 
reminiscent of a schoolyard brawl, not behavior I had seen before in crows.

I watched for about five minutes, but when I moved closer for a better view, 
the group disbanded, and flew off. The two fighters did not appear to have 
sustained serious damage, and they both flew off in a normal manner. I puzzled 
over this behavior for about ten minutes, at which point the crows regrouped and 
began the shrieking again. When I approached, there was only a single crow on 
the ground, with an injured foot and wing. There were several small feathers in 
its bill, and I suspected it was one of the original combatants. Many of the other 
crows had neared the injured bird, but none were molesting it, and their 
intention was unclear. It is possible that they had been molesting it, but had 
flushed at my approach.

I watched for a minute or so, and was surprised when a Red-tailed Hawk 
flew in and perched in a tree containing no fewer than thirty crows. There was 
no change in the din that the crows were making, nor did any of them appear 
interested in mobbing the hawk. The Red-tail was definitely interested in the 
injured bird, though, and after a few moments flew in to a closer tree.

At this point, another birder arrived to see what the commotion was about, 
and when I explained the situation, we flushed the crow under a bush, and as we 
were doing so, the crows and hawk disbanded.
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It was a puzzling experience. The “schoolyard brawl,” with the crows 
forming a mob to watch two other crows fighting, could be explained, perhaps, 
by their wish to be on hand should one of the combatants die (crows are 
particularly fond of a free lunch, and it is not uncommon to see living crows 
picking over one of their road-killed brethren). Their disregard of the hawk is 
also strange, but crows do occasionally ignore hawks; in this case, it seems that 
their fascination with the combatants outweighed their instinctive dislike for 
birds of prey.

The most puzzling aspect of this experience was why a Red-tailed Hawk 
would choose to join a flock of crows engaging in what appeared to be mobbing 
behavior. Could the hawk have suspected the presence of a Great Homed Owl, 
as I had? Did it recognize the sounds of crows watching an injured bird and 
hope for easy pickings? In either case, it would appear that this hawk was able to 
recognize and respond to the language of crows — in the same manner in which 
human birdwatchers do.
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lOO"" CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNT

Birders of all skill levels are encouraged to participate in the lOOth 
CHRISTMAS BIRD COUNT, sponsored by the National Audubon Society and 
Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology. Thirty-three count circles are located 
entirely or partly within Massachusetts. Dates for some counts were not 
available for inclusion in this list. If you want to participate in a count, please 
make contact with the compilers at least one week before it takes place.

Andover (Sat. 12/18/99)
Compiler, Lou Wagner 
(978) 686-9354 (North Andover) or 
(781) 259-9506 ext. 7263 (Lincoln) 
e-mail: wagnerlj@ix.netcom.com

Athol (Sat. 12/18/99)
Compiler, David Small 
(978) 249-2094 (Athol) 
e-mail: dhsmall@gis.net

Buzzards Bay (Sat. 12/18/99)
Compiler, Richard Harlow 
(508) 748-1297 (Marion) 
e-mail: rharlow@capecod.net

Cape Ann (Sun. 12/19/99)
Compiler, Dick McHale 
(978) 356-4539 (Ipswich)

Cape Cod (Sun. 12/19/99) 
Compiler, Blair Nikula 
(508) 432-6348 (Harwich) 
e:mail: odenews@capecod.net

Central Berkshire (Sun. 12/19/99) 
Compiler, Dr. Edwin Neumuth 
(413) 623-5447 or 
(413) 623-5329 (Washington) 
e-mail: ejneum@bcn.net

Concord (Sun. 1/2/00)
Compiler, Henry Norwood 
(508) 358-7524 (Wayland) 
e-mail: HankN583@aol.com

Greater Boston (Sun. 12/19/99)
Compiler, Robert Stymeist 
(617) 926-3603 (Watertown) 
e-mail: rstymeist@juno.com

Greenfield (Sun. 12/26/99)
Compiler, Mark Fairbrother 
(413) 367-2695

Marshfield (So. Scituate, 
Marshfield, Duxbury, Gurnet)
(Sun. 12/26/99)
Compilers, Warren Harrington 
(781) 834-3216 (Marshfield)
David Clapp 
(781)837-9400

Martha’s Vineyard (Thur. 12/30/99)
Compiler, Robert Culbert 
(508) 693-4908 (Vineyard Haven)

Mid-Cape Cod (Tue. 12/28/99)
Compiler, Peter Trimble 
(508) 477-3847 (Mashpee) 
e-mail: merlin@capecod.net

Cobble Mountain (Westfield) (Sun. 
12/26/99)
Compiler, Seth Kellogg 
(413) 569-3335 (Southwick) 
e-mail: skhawk@vgernet.net

Millis (Sat. 12/18/99)
Compiler, Elissa Landre 
(508) 655-2296 (Natick) or 
(781) 235-3929 (Wellesley) 
e-mail: elandre@massaudubon.org
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Nantucket (Sun. 1/2/00)
Compiler, Edith Andrews 
(508) 228-9529 (Nantucket)

New Bedford (Sat. 12/18/99)
Compiler, Michael Boucher 
(508) 990-3910 (Dartmouth)
Bad weather date: Sunday, 12/19/99

Newburyport (Sun. 12/26/99)
Compiler, Tom Young 
(603) 897-1277 (Nashua, NH) 
e-mail: tomyoung44@aol.com

Newport County, RI - Westport, 
MA (Sat. 12/18/99)
Compiler, David Emerson 
(508) 822-7430 (Taunton)

Northampton (Sun. 12/19/99)
Compiler, Jan Ortiz 
(413) 549-1768 (Amherst) 
e-mail: jtortiz@aol.com

Northern Berkshire (Sat. 12/18/99)
Compiler, Pamela Weatherbee
(413)458-3538
e-mail: pamwbee@aol.com

Plymouth (?)
Compiler, Trevor Lloyd-Evans 
(508)224-6521 (Manomet) 
e-mail: Tlloyd-evans@manomet.org

Quabbin (Sun. 1/2/00)
Compiler, Scott Sumer 
(413) 253-7486 (Belchertown) 
e-mail: ssurner@aol.com

Quincy (Sat. 12/18/99)
Compilers, Glenn d'Entremont 
(781) 961-2616 (Randolph) 
e-mail: gdentremont@juno.com 
Patricia O'Neill 
(617) 696-0831 (Milton)

Southern Berkshire (Sat. 1/1/00)
Compiler, Rene Laubach
(413) 637-0320 daytime Tues-Sat
(Lenox)
e-mail: berkshires @massaudubon.org

Springfleld (Sat. 12/18/99)
Compiler, Bruce Kindseth 
(860) 745-9593 
e-mail: kindsebr@aol.com

Stellwagen Bank (Sat. 12/18/99)
Compiler, Simon Perkins 
(781) 259-9506 ext. 7403 (Lincoln)

Sturbridge (Thurs. 12/16/99)
Compiler, Mark Lynch 
(508) 799-9343 (Worcester) 
e-mail: moalynch@aol.com

Taunton-Middleboro (?)
Compiler, information not available

Truro (Mon, 12/27/99)
Compiler, Tom Lipsky 
(978) 897-5429

Tuckernuck (Fri. 12/31/99)
Compilers, Simon Perkins 
(781) 259-9506 ext. 7403 (Lincoln) 
Richard Veit
(718) 982-3862 (Staten Isl., NY)

Uxbridge (Sun. 1/2/00)
Compiler, Richard Hildreth 
(508) 429-5085 (Holliston)

Westminster (Sun. 12/26/99)
Compiler, John Williams 
(978)249-7831 (Phillipston)

Worcester (Sat. 12/18/99)
Compiler, Francis McMenemy 
(508) 755-3828 (Worcester)
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Bird Watcher*s 
General Store

Featuring : The Amazing AVIAFUUM In-House W indow  
Birdfeeder. One-w ay m invrad plexiglass allows you to 
watch the birds for hours but they c an i see youl 

Com a see this exceptional birdfeeder in action.

OTHER BIRO-LOVER ITEMS INCLUDE:
• Bird Mugs
• Bird. Note Cards
• Bird Carvings
• Bird R eid  Guides
• Bird Books
> Bird Key Chains
> Bird Jewelry
• Bird Door Knockers
> Bird Telephone
• Bird Houses
• Bird Baths
• Bird Gift W rap
• Bird T-Shirts

•  Bird Photos
•  Bird Prints
•  Bird Calls
•  Bird Recordings
•  Bird Potholdars
•  Bird Towels
•  Bird Carving Kits
•  Bird Welcome Mats
•  Bird Thermometers
•  Bird Sun Catchers
•  Bird Calendars
•  Bird Pillows
•  Bird Place Mats

•  Bird Mobiles
•  Bird Fountains
•  Bird Bath Heaters
•  Bird Switch Plates
•  Bird Puzzles
•  Bird Bookmarks

• A complete line of Binoculars, Spotting Scopee and Tripods
• A children's section wHh birdhouse kits, beglnnsr books,and

othsr fun and sducatlonsl Items
PLUS over 100 dlerant types of bird feeders including Bluejay and Squkrel-prool 

feeders that woiKGUARANTEEO, plus Hn dllfersnt types of Bird Seed 

G IF T  CERTIFICATES & U.P.S. S H IP P IN G  • O P E N  YEA R  R O U ND

H y a n w is
R t e 6

O r l e a n s

R o t a r y

O r u a n s  
____C m

Bwo W a t c h s r ' s

R tE 6 a  ------- *
1 F -TO W N 

L iQ H T t

Bird Watcher's 
General Store

3 6  Route 6A  •  Orleans. M A  02653

(508) 255-6974  
or

1-800-562-1512
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