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TOWARd) the end of November, i892 , Pine Grosbeaks
appeared in eastern Massachusettsfor the first time in three
years. My earliest date is November 2i, when I heard a bird

in Concord,Mass. Soonafter a flock was met with in Ipswich,
and by the first week in Decemberthe birds had been reported
in large numbersfrom Belmont,Wellesley Hills, Fitchburg and
other

towns.

On the 2ist of December, twenty-sevenGrosbeaks,the first
I had seenin Cambridge,visited a red cedar behind our house,
and spent half an hour feeding on the abundant berries, but

with the exceptionof these birds I saw no more in the city
until the secondweek in January. Reports kept coming in,
however, of their appearance in unusual numbers in the sur-

roundingtowns,and of their great increasein numberduring
the first weeks in January. Flocks of over a hundred birds
were seenin Wellesley Hills and in Arlington.
On January9 I met with a flock of aboutforty-five in some
sprucesnot far from the centre of the city, and near the same
place I found, next day, a flock of fully one hundred and
twenty-five. The owner of the grounds said that the birds

were first seenthere on the morningof the 8th; that during
this and the following day they devoted themselves to some

white ash trees immediatelyabout his house;and that by the
afternoonof the 9th they had strippedthesetrees of their fruit.
When I first saw them they were assemblingin a large white
ash which overhangsthe street. This tree was loaded with fruit,

and with snowclingingto the fruit-clusters
and to every twig.
In a few minutes it also supportedmore than a hundred Grosbeaks who distributedthemselvesquite evenly over every part
from the drooping lower, to the upright upper, branches and
began shellingout and swallowing
the seeds,the rejectedwings
of which, floating down in showers,soongave the surfaceof the
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snowbeneaththe tree a light brownishtinge. The snow clinging to the twigsand brancheswas also quicklydislodged
by the
movementsof the active, heavy birds and for the first few minutes
it was incessantlyflashing out in puffs like steam from a dozen

differentpointsat once. The finer particles,siftingslowlydown,
filled the still air and envelopedthe entire tree in a'veil-like mist
of incredible delicacy and beauty, tinted, where the sunbeams
pierced it, with rose, salmon, and orange, elsewhere of a soft
dead white,-- truly a fitting drapery for this winter picture,-

the hardy Grosbeaksat their morning meal. They worked in
silence when undisturbed and so very busily that at the end of

the first hour theyhad actuallyeaten or shakenoff nearly half
the entire crop of seeds. Some men at work near by afterwards
told me that this tree waswhollydenudedof fruit by three o'clock
that afternoonwhen the birds descendedto the ground and
attackedthe fallen seeds,finishingthem before sunset.

The next day (January •) the city was fairly in possession
of the Grosbeaks.The soundof their piping was constantly
in
my earswheneverI steppedout of doors,and I rarely lookedout
of the windowfor a momentwithoutseeinga flock sweeping
past
in long, undulating curves. Mr. Hoffmann ;vritesunder this date:

"In the afternoonthere was a flock of over sixty-fivebirds in the
collegeyard, feeding in the snow under the ash trees. The birds
on the plank walks hardly moved to let the men pass, and one
actually lit on my hat as I stood beneath the large ash tree.

Numberswerefeeding outsidethe yard betweenthe car-tracks,
and on the sidewalks. Many peoplewere watchingthem."
Fully a mile from the college,but very near the treeswhich the
birdshad strippedon the previousday, standtwo large ash trees
in which, shortly after eight o'clock, I found over two hundred
Grosbeaksfeeding. Bothtrees were thickly hungwith seedsat

this hour, but the birds had thinnedthe clusterson the upper
branchesand were fast working downward. At half-pastthree
that afternoon,whenI visitedthe placeagainwith Mr. Faxon,not
a seed remained on either tree.

The snow beneath was com-

pletelycoveredwith fallen seedsas with a light brown carpet,
andthe Grosbeaks
wereall there eatingthem. By dividingthe
flocksinto halves and countingquickly, we got a very close
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approximation to the total number which we made two hundred

and twenty-five. There were perhapstwenty-fiveto forty more
scatteredabout on neighboring sprucesand the roofs of houses.
A part of the flock was distributed over the sidewalks for a
distance of several rods, feeding on the fallen seeds. As we

advancedslowlythe Grosbeaksflew betweenor alighted on the
wires of the low fence within arm's reach.

One even attempted

to perch on my companion'sshoulder,but he moved at the
critical moment and it glanced to one side. Over the fence
where most of the flock was feeding, the snow was so light and

feathery that the birds sank into it deeply and wallowed rather
than hopped from place to place. They appearedto e•joy this,
and often fluttered their wingsin such a way as to scatter the
snow above and around them as bathing birds scatter drops of

water. Many flying down from the trees above struckthe snow
with such force as to plump in quite up to their necks,when they
stood thus for half a minute

or more.

During the sameday a flockof fully three hundred Grosbeaks
were reported from the Botanic Gardens, equally distant from
each of the two flocks described above; if the birds were as

numerousin other parts of the city, Cambridge must have harbored

several

thousands.

The next morning the great flock at the two ash trees had
decreasedto a hundredbirds,whowereall on the groundfinishing
the fallen seeds. They began leavingthe place in small parties
while i was watching them, and at four o'clock that afternoon
only about twenty-five remained.

On the x3th, I spent most of the forenoonin the cedar-grown
pastures which encircle the suburbsof Cambridge. I heard a
few Grosbeakspiping but could not find them. On examining
the cedar trees, I could not discover one that had more than a
few scatteredberries. A report from WellesleyHills, under date

of Januaryx4, showeda similardepartureof the Grosbeaksfrom
that region, and a like explanation,--the stripped conditionof
the food-bearing trees.

During their invasion of Cambridge the Grosbeaks seem to
have concentratedtheir attacks on the white ash trees, and to

havetaken thesesuccessively,
althoughthe smallerflocksforaged
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more or less widely and generallyamongall the trees of this
speciesin Cambridge.
The celerity with which the Grosbeaksstripped a large ash,
laden with crowded clusters of the brownish, pendent fruit, was
surprising,even when due allowanceis madefor the great number

of birds. They distributedthemselvespretty evenly over the
entire tree, although,as alreadystated,they usually attacked the
upperbranchesfirst. Eachbird workedbusily and silently and,
when the fruit was abundant,moved about but little, merely
bending forward and downwardfor a seed, and after this had
been shearedof its wings and eaten, reaching for another in the
same manner without changing its foothold. I have watched
over a hundred birds thus engagedfor a minute or more without
hearing a sound save the light crackling rustle of the seeds as
they were rolled in the powerfulbills.
Next to the ash trees, the Grosbeakspreferred the Norway
spruces, the terminal buds of which they appeared to relish
greatly. The snowunder every spruceof any size in the area
which the birds invaded was thickly strewn with fragments of
these buds. Mr. Walter Deane, who made a microscopicexamination of these small fragments,and also of the branches of the
trees themselves,found that the birds ate only the nucleus,a
soft, greenishmassof tissue,scarcelylarger than the head of an

ordinarypin, and lying at the baseof theterminalor axillarybuds.
This nucleusmay be that of a future branch, cone, or staminate
blossom. The bird bites or breaks off the bud about midway
betweenits extremityand base,and picksoutthe nucleus,leaving
its protecting outer scaleson the trees. The fragments found
under the trees consistof the terminal halves of thesebuds, either
intact, or broken into their componentscales.
1 The fruit of the
white ash is split alongthe middle of the flat sidesfrom the base
well towardsthe extremityandsometimesinto two halves.
The Grosbeaks,as I have alreadysaid, sometimesfed without
making a sound except the crackingor crunchingof their food,
but usually a low murmuring or whimpering whistle, audible
• Mr. Deane has published some notes on this subject in the Botanical
Gazette (Vol. XVIII, No. 4, April, x893,pp. x43, •44).
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only a few rods away, ran through the flocks at frequent
intervals. When a nmnber of birds took flight suddenly and
simultaneously
this soundwasoften given by most if not all of
them at once. It resemblesthe whistlingof the wings of a flock
of Carolina Doves and also,if the air be still and the birds very
near at hand, the rolling flight note of the Snow Bunting. The
loud peer of the Grosbeaksis not unlike another call of the Snow

Buutingwhenit is heard distinctly,but at a distanceit may be
easily mistaken for the cry of a Blue Jay. It seemsto serve
both

as an alarm

note

and to call

the

scattered

lnelnbers

of a

flock together, and it is sometimesused during flight, but the
usualflight call consistsof two, or sometilnesthree notes,given
qnickly in a descendingseries like thoseof the Greater Yellowlegs (2•la•z•s me/an(•/ez•c•s)
-- which they slightly resemble in
tone as well as form. This call lnay be written "t6•-t 'y6h, t•½t•6-t'y6h," or "t6•-t'y(•h-t&" A fourth call defies rendering by
letters, but may be fairly described as a loud rich chuckle or
chuckliugwhistle of froin two to four syllables. This I usually
heard froin a single bird perchedon the top of a tree near some
tempting supply of food to which, as it seemed,he was trying
to attract

the attention

of distant

comrades.

It

was not often

used. Some birds which I noosedmade, when first caught, a
rather loud, continuous,squealing or squawking outcry very
like

that of a Robin

in the clutches of a Hawk.

A sixth vocal

sound,which completesthe list, was a low, harsh, grating cry,
uttered only, I believe, when two birds were quarreling.
The

Grosbeaks

often

fell

out over some

choice

morsel

of food

and indulged in a brief, harmless squabble threatening each

other with open bills and half-spreadwings,and occasionally
giving or receivinga feeble peck or two. In the main, however,
they were unmistakablygentlea•d amiablein disposition,placid
if not phlegmatic in temperament, social and affectionate in
their relations to their own kind, and in their attitude towards

man almostwholly free froin fear or even suspicion.
Neverthelessthey were subjectto frequent and sudden panics.
The crack of a whip, the barklag of a dog, the slammingof a
door, or even so slight a sound as the click of a camerashutter,
frequently causedthem to scatter, and dash off in the wildest
32
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The

larger the flocks the oftener they occurred. The great flock
at the two ash trees started, on an average, once a minute.
Loud, continuoussoundsdid not seem to excite them, and they
were quite as indifferent as the House Sparrowsfeeding with
them, to the near passageof horse cars, sleighs, and the other
traffic of the busy street.
A flock of about a dozen Grosbeaksfed for a day or two in
a floweringapple (22.2parkmanni)growingin our garden. This
tree is only five or six feet high. Its apples,which are scarcely
larger than large currants, cling to the twigs all winter and had

never been previously eaten by any birds except Waxwings
(•tmjOelistedforum). There had been an unusuallylarge crop
in x892, and the branchesof the little tree were literally crowded
with the tiny fruit. The Grosbeaksdid not eat the pulp, except
perhapsincidentally,in small quantities,but crushingthe apples
they squeezedout the large seeds,of which each fruit usually
contains two, and swallowedthese. The pulp was dropped, or
when, as was frequently the case,it adheredto the bill, shaken
off, or removed by rubbing the bill against a twig. As a rule
the apple was bitten off a little below the stem so that its
basal portion with the long stem remainedattachedto the tree.
House-sparrows,who had never before molested the apples,
gathered when the Grosbeaksbegan their raid and watched
them. By the end of the first day I saw several Sparrowscrush-

ing the fruit between their mandiblesexactlyin the manner of
the Grosbeaks,but I think they ate the pulp as well as the seeds.
They afterwardfinishedwhatthe Grosbeakshad left.
I snared several of the Grosbeakswhich frequented this tree,

usingtwo joints of a light fly rod and a running noose of twine.
It was not always an easy task, for the wind blew the noose
about, and the birds seldom remained perfectly still for more
than a second or two at a time, although tl•ey showednot the
slightest suspicion or nervousness,allowing the coarse brown
twine to rub againsttheir bills and the end of the pole to strike
their crown• without, at the most, doing more than to push the

nooseaside,or to bend their headsto avoidthe pole. I actually
caughtonewithoutalarmingthe rest of the flock,but usuallythe
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.screamsand flutteringsof my victim started his companionsat
once. They would return, however,as soon as I walked away,
and sometimeswhile I was still engagedin freeing the captive
bird from the noose. One Grosbeak which escaped from my

handsafter being snaredwould not again permit me to get the
noose near him, and even, I thought, tried to warn his companionsof their danger; nor was he wholly unsuccessful,for his
alert behavior and loud cries often causedthem to stop feeding
and more than oncewhen he took wing they all followedhim.
The

remarkable

numbers

and

tameness

of

the

Grosbeaks

which visited Cambridge led me to suspect that they formed
part of a much larger body of birds which had come an unusual distance and spread over an exceptionallywide territory.
Hoping to get light on these points I sent circularsthroughout
New England, to the Middle States, as far west as Illinois and
Wisconsin,and as far north as Canada, askingfor information as
to the local presenceor absence of the Grosbeaksduring the
winter of •892-93 , their numbers, and the approximatedatesof
their arrival, 'departureand greatest abundance,the proportion of
adult males to females and young,and their food. Through the
kindness

with

which

these

circulars

were

answered

I am now

able to trace with some degree of apparent accuracythe route
followedby the majority of the birds and the total area covered
by their flight.
Before doing this, however,it may be well to consider briefly
the biographical matter furnished by my correspondents. This
relates chiefly to food and the ratio of bright males to dullplumagedbirds. The tablesgiven belowsummarizethe evidence
on these two points. It will be seen on examining Table I that
the

chief

food of the Grosbeaks

consisted

of the seeds of the

white ash (fi'raxin•s americana),and of the apple, the fruit of
the apple and of the American and European mountain ash

(J•ir•s americanaand J•ir•s auc•paria) and of the buds of the
sugar maple (•Icer saccharinurn),
and Norwayspruce (.4hies
cdsa). The birds apparentlyattackedthe fruit and buds of other
plantsonly when the supplyof their favorite food was exhausted.
That the birds ate the seedsof the apple is clearly shown,and
it seems probable that they ate the pulp as well.

One corre-
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spondent(M. Hardy), however,is surethat in Maine they ate the
pulp only incidentallyin their effortsto get the seeds.
With regard to the order of preferencewhich the Grosbeaks
followed

when more

than

one kind

of suitable

food was within

reach,
it may;oementioned
thateighteen
specimens
examined
at
Andover, Mass., between Nov. 3ø and Mar. •, showthat up to
the secondweek in Januarythe birds ate ash-seedsahnostexclusively. 13etweenthat time and the beginningof March, they fed
chieflyon rotten apples,a•adduring March mainly on maple bt•ds.
A report from Arlington gives ash-seedsas their principal food
till JanuaryxS. rotten apples during February,and maple buds
in March.

That the movementsof the Grosbeakswere governedby the
abundanceor absenceof food was clearly shownby the behavior
of a flock of about thirty-six birds which appeared at West Medford about the •st of December and soon stripped an English
hawthornof its fruit. The owner of the place then put out hemp
seed to which the birds came regularly, collecting in the neigh-

boringpastures,and flyingin a bodyto the feedin• ground. The
hemp was placed on the top of a kennel surroundedby twenty
dogs,whosenoise,however,did not seemto disturbthe Grosbeaks
in the least. They fed four times a day--at morning,noon,four
v. •t., and sundown. One day whenthe hemphad not been put out
for them, the birds ate all the seedsof a l{oxbury waxwork vine

(Celaslrzts
scande•zs).By February •6, their numberhad diminished to eighteen,but these came regularly, and grew exceedingly tame. On March •2, the date of the last report,they had
increasedagain to twenty-eight.
With regard to the relative number of bright males to dull
plumagedbirds, the evidence showsvery clearly that as the flight
pressedsouthwardsthe number of bright males steadily diminished until at Woods Hole, the southernmost station for Massa-

chusetts,flocks of a hundred memberseach often did not contain

a singlered bird. This changein the normal ratio seemsto have
been duechieflyif not whollyto the fact (attested by many different observers)that as the flockspassedslowlythrough the more
thickly settleddistrictsthe conspicuousand attractive red birds
were nearly all picked off by country gunnersand taxidermists.
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Thus at Andover, Mass., twelve red maleswere killed; in Framingham two were taken early in December,and much shootingwas
reported later in the month. Similar reports came from many
other

stations.

M
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DISTRIBUTION OF THE PINE GROSBEAK,
•,VINTIgROF •892-93.

It remains to discussthe route taken by the Grosbeaksduring
this remarkable flight, and to define the area xvhichthey are
known

to have covered.

The

lack

of

observers

north

of New
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England leavestheir starting point and the route by which they
reached

Nova

Scotia

and the

coast

of Maine

a matter

of con-

jecture, but after they had passedthe Maritime Provinces,their
progressthrough Maine to southernNew Englandmay be easily
traced.

Map No. x showswith two exceptions all the stations from
which Grosbeaks were reported in unusual numbers. These
exceptions are Locust Grove, in northwestern New York, and
Halifax in Nova Scotia. At the former station they were seen
from the end of November up to the end of January. In Halifax
they were very numerous about November 28. They were also
reported from Godbout,Quebec,and from Toronto and vicinity,
but in no unusual numbers. A few were seen at Ottawa, but

none at Montreal. On the SaskatchewanRiver they were found
in only their usualnumbers.
These facts indicate that there was no marked flight in the
St. Lawrence Valley, and that the flocks which invaded New
Englandcamefrom Labrador or Newfoundlandacrossor around
the Gulf

of St. Lawrence

to New

Brunswick

and Nova

Scotia.

From eastern Maine, where they were seen in flocks of from
ten to forty birds each, they entered northeasternMassachusetts,
the first flocks having been noted there about the third week in
November.

In Massachusetts the horde seems to have divided,

one.partyenteringConnecticut,
and pushingits vanguardasfar
as Stamford•; the other invading Rhode Island and southern
Massachusettsas far as Woods Hole, where they were numerous
as late as February 7.
A referenceto Map No. x shows also a number of stationsto
the westwardof the area supposedto have been coveredby the
principal flight. With the exception of Locust Grove, these
stations were all either in Berkshire County, Mass., or just over
the New England line in New York. It is possible of course to
considerthe birds which visited them as belongingto the great
flight, but inasmuchas Grosbeaksappear much more frequently
in Berkshire County and northern New York than in eastern
• Mr. J. T. Delafield reported one bird about Dec. •, at New Rochelle on
Long Island Sound, New York.
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Massachusetts,
and as several of the extralimitalrecords--

notably
for NewYork--relateto datesin November
or early
December,
it seemsbetterto treatthemas representing
independent
movements,
suchas werenotedduring
thesamewinter
in northernMaineandNewHampshire.
Map No. 2 showsthe gradualandfairlyregularsouthward
advanceof the greaterpart of the flock acrosssouthernNew

England,
from the end of November
throughDecember
and
January. That the birds pushedno further southwardis evi-

dencethat theyfoundfoodenough
to supplythemuntiltheir
return,which,thoughdifficultto trace,apparently
occurred
in

VT.

MAPII. DISTRIBUTION
0F THEPINEGROSBEAK,
WINTER
OFI892--93.
the early part of March.

Several observersin eastern Massa-

chusetts,,
whowerein the fieldthroughout
the winter,andkept
regularobservations,
reported
a fallingoff in February,
and a
marked
increase
in March. The latestrecords
wereFitchburg,
April 2, and Arlington April 4.
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I.

Food of the iot'•te Grosbeak.
f I. I{•h[lc Ash.--Nova Scotia (I); 51[assachusetts
(9); Connecticut (•); New York (•).
= •2
2. Ajbjble.--Maine (•); New Halnpshire (•); Massachusetts (4).
= 6
3. Crab A]Sjble.--Maine (3); Massachusetts(2) [P. parkI
manii (t)].
= 5

Seeds
of { 4_6.•Vorway
.5•rt•cc,
l•h/tePine,
lVee&.--Massachusetts
(3).
=
7. Grasses.--Massachu•etts (2).
=
$-IL Ailanlhus, ]Poxbucv W-axwor,•',P/lch Pine (j. H.
Boxxles, Pnnkapog), Black Ash (O. Din'fee, Fall
•
River).

ß•. ]?ock A•t•/e.--Maine

3
2

(2); New Hampshire (•); Massa-

chusetts(9); Connecticut (•); New York (•).
-- •4
2. 2Vorway Xjbr•tce.--Masqachusetts(6); Connecticnt (•). -- 7
3' W-h/te iPine.--Maine (x); Massachusetts (x); ConnectiBuds

cut (i).
=
4. PVht'teAsh.--(N. B. Hale, XVorcester), (J. H. Bowles,
Punkapog).
-5' Zarch.--Massachusetts (2).
=
6-t0. While 31(uble,S.vcamore (H. A. P. Smith, Digby,
Nova Scotia), •ed Cedar, hro/•q),$ttc,l'le(F. H.
Kennard, Brookline, Massachusetts),IValna• (J. 1t.
Bowles, Punkapog. Massachusetts).
=

of

[ L Afi•Ale.--Massachusetts
(S); Connecticut (•);

3
2
2

i

New

York (•).

= •o

Softfruit 2. Aœt.
Ash.--NewBrunswick
(•); Maine(3); Massachuof h
setts(2).
= 6
3, 4' •lack Alder, •onevsuckle.

=

2

=

•

•-•o. Bttsh•o•ej,sztckle•Diervilla),
fgt'ffh
BttshCra•berr),,
[

•rfvel,

Cedar, •tffft'sh [fa•vlhor•4 Stt•zac.

TABLE

II.

Pro•orlion of Red J•zles.

•. Canada(Inland)

-- I to 6• gray birds'

2. Northern Ne•v England and Maritime Provinces = • to •o
3' Massachusetts(western and northern sections) = i to •o

4' Massachusetts(eastern and central sections)
5. Massachusetts(southern section)

= I to 3ø
= I to Ioo

"
"
....
....

6. Rhode Island

= • to •$o

....

"
"

