
3 - Bird Watching 
WATCHING FOR BIRDS can give sparkle to an otherwise ordinary walk through 

a park it can offer an inducement for extensive hiking-and it can add zest to your auto 
trips. If you do not try it, you will miss a world of fun. For children, it is one of the most 
delightful of pastimes. 

The best way for you to carry on bird watching depends largely on the age of 
your children. Obviously you cannot expect a child of kindergarten age to adapt himself 
to an excursion in the woods where you hope to see the less common birds in their 
natural surroundings; a young child is too restless to maintain the necessary quiet. Also, 
since he is more interested in what birds do than in what they are called, the most 
ordinary bird will appeal to him just as strongly as a rare species. Thus you may find it 
best to start your observations with the "everyday" birds around your home. 

 
A small child loves to answer easy questions. And questions can provide the 

motivation here if the presence of birds on the lawn or in the park is not motivation 
enough. You might start with some of these queries, leaving out bird names unless the 
child is ready for them: Do the birds walk (as blackbirds do), run (like robins), or hop (like 
sparrows)? Do they keep together in flocks (like waxwings, for example), or do they 
prefer to be alone? Do they seem to talk to each other, or do they concentrate on 
feeding? Do they hunt worms or look for seeds for their food? You can proceed from 
these questions to others that will come to you naturally enough as you read what this 
book has to say about birds. All you need is a start. Your child's rich imagination will 
carry you the rest of the way. 

HOW TO GET THE MOST OUT OF BIRD WALKS 



Once boys and girls have become interested in watching birds at home, they are 
usually eager to go farther afield. Then you will enjoy your trip a lot more if you are 
forearmed with some general knowledge: What birds may be found where? 

For example: In orchards and gardens you are likely to find bluebirds, 
mockingbirds, screech owls, downy woodpeckers, chickadees. In open meadows, look 
for bobolinks and crows; in damp meadows, red-winged blackbirds. Along rivers and by 
lakes and ponds you may find kingfishers, swallows, and phoebes. At woods' edges 
there are white-throated sparrows, field sparrows, wood peewees, scarlet tanagers, and 
some owls; in deeper woods, barred owls, ovenbirds, hermit thrush, ruffed grouse. 

Swamps and marshes are the places for herons, bitterns and rails, while near 
large ponds and lakes you may expect ducks, fish hawks, and bald eagles. Seashore 
and mud flats are the setting for sandpipers and avocets. 

This greatly shortened list of birds and their customary home grounds suggests 
how you may "line up" the birds of your locality before starting on a bird walk. You will 
have an idea of where to look for certain types of birds, so that you can map out a plan 
of action. 

The best time to go is early morning; soon after sunrise bird activities slow down 
and do not resume until late afternoon. On early-morning walks, avoid traveling east, as 
the low-lying sun in your eyes makes it hard to see birds. Hawks, ducks, and waterfowl 
are active throughout the day and you may often observe them when other birds are 
quiet. 

There is no special season for bird watching. The great attraction of spring is the 
birds migrating north; summer offers nesting birds and the appearance of the young; fall 
is the time for the flocks to wing south; winter is almost best of all with the hardy birds 
showing themselves boldly as they seek food among snowy surroundings. 

An interested pair of eyes is the only essential equipment you need for bird 
watching. But good field glasses or binoculars are really valuable in identifying species 
and they greatly enhance the pleasure of a trip for any child old enough to use them. 

You can get more out of a bird walk, also, if you bring along a pocket guide of 
birds for occasional reference and also a notebook for making brief entries about birds 
that you cannot identify on the spot. Thus you can note size (comparing your bird to a 
robin or other familiar species); you can mention whether the tail is outstandingly long or 
short; you can list the bird's color and any conspicuous markings; you can describe its 
actions (walking, hopping, up-and-down or zigzag flight, posture on tree trunk), and, of 
course, the kind of surroundings where you saw it. With this information handy, you can 
consult reference books with a good chance of identifying the unknown bird. 

Some Bird Neighbors 
ROBINS MEAN SPRING IS HERE 
If you have a birdbath, robins are very likely to be among those patronizing it. 

They enjoy bathing and are friendly and trusting. The robin is so well known that it is 
commonly used as a basis for comparison with other birds that are described as "larger 
than," "smaller than," or "about the size of," a robin. Its length is about ten inches from 
the tip of its bill to the tip of its tail. 

In most of the United States (aside from the Gulf Coast), and in Canada, robins 
are "summer residents"; their return to familiar nesting sites is a sign of spring. You are 
likely to see them then, hurrying about in search of building material. (Robins never walk; 



they run.) They pick up coarse grasses, rootlets, and other serviceable bits in their bills 
and fly to the home base. Here they add their plunder to former collections. After putting 
it down they hop on it and rapidly work it with their feet until it is wedged tightly in place. 
Even as they do this, they turn their bodies from side to side, squatting down against the 
nest. In this way they form a depression that is really "made to measure." Both male and 
female share in the construction work. 

 
The female robin lays from three to five greenish blue eggs in the compact little 

home. Mother and father take turns sitting on the eggs to keep them warm day and 
night. When the young robins appear in about two weeks the parents continue their 
devoted care, feeding them insects and guarding them to the best of their ability from 
such enemies as cats, squirrels, and snakes. By late June the robin family may be really 
sizable, for there is likely to be a second brood in the nest. The young of the first brood 
now go each night with the adult male to some favorite roosting place. The mother, busy 
caring for her second lot of triplets or quadruplets, is not forgotten by her mate, who may 
return each day to help her with her duties. 

If you glimpse a robin still dressed in "baby clothes" you will notice that, unlike 
adults with their solid black-and-orange coloring, it has a spotted breast. Here you have 
a clue to the robin's relationship to other birds. Many of us know that adult thrushes have 
spotted breasts and we can correctly assume that robins and thrushes belong to the 
same family. The bluebird is another famous close relative. 



SPARROWS ARE PLEASANT NEIGHBORS 
The sparrow family has been discredited to some extent in the United States and 

Canada by a species of weaver bird that was imported a hundred years ago from 
England and became generally known as the English, or house, sparrow. This "sparrow" 
spread over the continent and in many places it drove away the more attractive bluebirds 
and purple martins. 

"Only a sparrow," may be your child's attitude toward this bird family-it is easy for 
youngsters to acquire the general prejudice against these birds. As he becomes 
acquainted with sparrows, however, he will find that some of them are surprisingly 
attractive and that some sing sweet, melodious songs. The white-crowned sparrow is 
probably the most handsome, with a striking black and white crown, a gray breast with 
no throat markings, and an erect posture. It is found all over North America but it is much 
more common in the West than in the East. 

The song sparrow is noted more for its song than for its appearance. Its cheerful 
Tea-tea-tea! Polly-put-the-kettle-on, heard frequently in early spring, is most distinctive. 
The marking that distinguishes it from other sparrows is a large brown spot centered on 
a streaked breast. It has a long rounded tail which pumps up and down as it flies. 

You are most likely to see little "chippy," the chipping sparrow, in suburban 
areas. It seems to prefer lawns or pasture lands to wilder country and it often nests in 
dooryards, hedges, and shrubbery. It is among the smallest of sparrows (about half as 
long as a robin), and its reddish crown, black bill, and white line over the eye and a black 
one through the eye are its distinguishing marks. Though this sparrow spends most of its 
time on the ground, it often perches on some lofty spot to deliver its song-a rapid 
succession of metallic-sounding chips. 

JAYS 
If you travel from coast to coast, there are few places where you will lose sight of 

the jay family. Of its various members the blue jays are most common, most widespread 
and probably the boldest. Their striking markings make them easy to recognize, and 
anywhere from the Atlantic Coast to the Rocky Mountains you may see them along 
highways and byways. In bright blue plumage marked with stripes and patches of black 
and with clear white, they fly with a regular series of wing flappings. Or else they strut 
and swagger on the ground, scolding loudly at any bird, man, or beast that seems likely 
to interfere with their activities. Usually they have a raucous cry, but they can also 
produce flutelike notes as well as a noise resembling the sound of nutcracking. 
Sometimes they imitate the cry of the red-shouldered hawk. 

In the West, the Steller jay is slightly larger than the blue jay, and you can 
distinguish it by its black head, throat and breast and its long black crest. The 
"California" jay (also found in Florida) has a blue cap, back, wings, and tail. 

CROWS 
The chances are your child has been able to recognize a crow for a long time, if 

only from seeing pictures of this black bird in connection with scarecrows ever since he 
was of nursery school age. The crow is also one of the easiest birds to "spot" in fields 
and woods because of its large size and its intense black coloring, identical in male and 
female. You are likely to see crows near farms; unfortunately, their taste runs to such 
crops as corn and wheat as well as fruit. 



Crows are also fond of the eggs and fledglings of thrushes and meadow larks, 
game birds, and even poultry. That is why the crow is in great disfavor with farmers and 
with the champions of songbirds. But "Peck's bad boy" of the bird world though it may 
be, the crow is a prime favorite with children. And we must admit that with all the 
damage crows cause, they do make up for it by eating beetles, caterpillars, and slugs-all 
of them menaces to gardens, orchards, and grainfields. 

 
CARDINALS FOR COLOR 
You can recognize a male cardinal as easily as the crow, for it is almost as 

intensely red (the color we associate with cardinals of the Church) as the crow is black. 
There are very few red birds in North America, and the cardinal is the only one with a 
crest. Even its heavy bill is red, though around the base there is a patch of black that 
extends back through its eyes and down its throat. Though the female has the crest and 
red bill of the male, her plumage is light brown. 

Cardinals are not commonly seen in New England or on the Pacific Coast, but in 
other sections of the United States you may come on them anywhere-in suburbs, towns, 
or open country. As a rule they are "permanent residents" of whatever area they live in, 
and in the northern part of their range they endure many a severe winter while creating 
scenes of striking beauty: crimson feathers against a snowy-white background. 

GOLDFINCHES-OUR WILD CANARIES 
You may call them "wild canaries" as you see a group of goldfinches chattering 

and twittering on a lawn. They suggest these pet birds because of their yellow coloring, 
their small size, and their pleasant song. Actually they are closely related to the canary 
and also to native sparrows. 

In flight goldfinches are recognizable by their long bounding motion, which may 
remind a youngster of a roller-coaster ride. At each dip they seem to call Per-chick-o-
ree, per-chick-o-ree. They travel around in small groups during breeding season. 
Goldfinches may be found in fields and meadows throughout temperate North America. 



Like the cardinals, they are usually permanent residents of one region-although some 
goldfinches travel a bit south to escape the most severe winter weather. 

CHICKADEES 
If you furnish a winter feeding station for birds, you are quite likely to have 

chickadees among your patrons. The easiest way to recognize this plump little black-
and-white bird is by its black cap and bib. In the South there is the Carolina chickadee, 
only four and a half inches long; and in the West, a chestnut-backed chickadee with a 
dull brown, rather than black, cap. 

Chickadees are commonly found around farms and country homes. In warm 
weather they seclude themselves in the woods, nesting in holes in trees; in winter they 
are out scouting and seem especially grateful for "handouts" from human friends. 

 
HUMMINGBIRDS-SMALLEST OF THE BIRDS 
Most children, loving tiny things as they do, are delighted with hummingbirds, the 

smallest birds in the world. Those found in the United States and Canada range from 
about three and a half to four and a half inches in length. 

West of the Mississippi the hummingbird may be lured near homes by an 
abundance of flowers and any small stream of water. On the west coast it nests in porch 
vines and is frequently satisfied with birdbaths or lawn sprinklers for its water supply. 
The ruby throated hummingbird, the only one that frequents the East, is not quite so 
sociable; but it may be attracted to a garden by brightly colored tubes of sugar water. 
You can make a hummingbird feeder with a medium-size vial. Wrap this with red ribbon 
or crepe paper and fasten it with a thin wire to a twig in the garden. Fill the vial with a 
mixture of one part sugar to two parts water. 



Hummingbirds usually nest in fruit and shade trees, and their well-camouflaged 
home is so small that it could easily be covered by a fifty-cent piece. The female builds 
the deeply cupped nest by herself. While she is busy molding and shaping it with her 
feet and bill, her mate disappears from the scene. 

Newly hatched hummers look more like black insects than birds, and watching a 
mother feed them is quite an experience. She gives them food in a series of stabbing 
motions as she jabs her long beak, filled with nectar and insects, down their throats. 

She not only feeds them well; she is ever ready to defend them and will even 
attack an enemy as large as a hawk if it comes near. Hummingbirds have exceptional 
flying powers. Some move their wings so fast that it is quite impossible for the human 
eye to see them. Hummers are among the very few birds that can fly backwards (the 
phoebe and the oriental sunbird are the others), and they can "stand still" in the air. They 
get their name from the hum of their wings which can be heard during their rapid darting 
flight as well as when they hover. 

MEADOW LARKS 
When you walk through meadows or marshes you may be startled by a large 

brownish bird rising out of the grass in front of you. If you notice a striped head and white 
outer tail feathers as it flies away, the chances are you have flushed a meadow lark. This 
bird seems to have great faith in long grasses for protection (even nesting among them 
on the ground). You may walk up to within a few feet of a meadow lark before it will take 
wing. In the fall, meadow larks of the North gather in flocks and migrate to southern 
swamps. 

BALTIMORE ORIOLES 
The Baltimore oriole is a striking example of how our familiar roles may be 

reversed in the bird world: The male is noted for his beauty, the female for her skill in 
home construction. You can easily sight the brilliant orange and black plumage of the 
male even when he flits among tree branches. His olive yellow mate looks confusingly 
like the female orchard oriole and somewhat like the female scarlet tanager; the only 
time it is easy to identify her is when she is with her handsome husband. 

You may best appreciate the female's building prowess after the family has 
migrated southward and you see the nest hold up through wind, snow, and sleet. She 
works with such plant fibers as the inner bark of milkweed, as well as string and other 
available materials, weaving them skillfully together. The nest, a large one, is very 
unusual in being fastened to a branch at its rim, with the bottom hanging free. Vireos are 
the only other birds that build this type of nest, but theirs is less than two inches deep on 
the inside-much smaller than an oriole structure. 

COWBIRDS FOLLOW CATTLE 
You can find cowbirds in pastures and woodlands. Often small flocks of them 

follow cattle. They find good hunting by catching insects that infest the big animals; the 
birds alight on the cows' backs to obtain their prey. The cowbird, smallest of our native 
blackbirds, is undistinguished in appearance. In a good light you can see that the male's 
head is a rich brown rather than black, while the female and young have gray-brown 
plumage. 

Though ordinary enough in appearance, the cowbird has an extraordinary-and 
most dishonest-way of providing for its young. It does not build a nest! Instead, the 



female merely deposits an egg in the home of a warbler, song sparrow, or other bird, 
biding her time until the owner of the nest is away. 

In due course the foster mother hatches the cowbird egg with her own eggs. The 
cowbird is invariably larger than its legitimate nest-mates. It can therefore poke its head 
over theirs to be first in line whenever the mother appears with food. The result is that 
the intruder grows faster and often pushes the little ones out of the nest to die of 
starvation. Occasionally a victimized bird discovers the fraud in time and destroys the 
impostor egg, or else abandons the nest to build a new one and lay a new clutch of 
eggs. 

The yellow warbler has an ingenious way of dealing with the cowbird's 
maneuvering. If she discovers a strange egg, she simply builds another nest over the 
first one. If still another cowbird egg is "planted" in the second nest, she builds a third on 
top of that. Warblers have been known to build up to five nests in this way! 

 
MOCKINGBIRDS DON'T ALWAYS MOCK 
The name of this justly famous songbird is misleading in a way. Individual birds 

may "mock" the notes of other birds and even the bark of a dog or the meow of a cat; but 
occasionally the birds stick to their own notes. Aside from its imitations, the mockingbird 
has a lovely liquid song that deserves appreciative recognition in its own right. 
Mockingbirds not only have song fests by day; they are most eloquent on moonlit nights. 

While the mockingbird is primarily a southerner, some birds venture to feeding 
stations as far north as New England. The mockingbird has an over-all grayish tone and 
in flight shows flashes of black and white in its wings. The mockingbird is about the size 
of a robin, though not so plump, and it has a long tail. 

WHIPPOORWILLS-THE INVISIBLE SINGERS 
Like the mockingbird, the whippoorwill is noted above all else for its voice. While 

you may frequently hear its call, you will rarely see the bird itself. It usually lives in a river 



valley or in a meadow if water is nearby, stays close to the ground, and does not 
become active until the sun goes down. Then it starts to feed on insects during low short 
flights, between which it gives the oft repeated call whip-poor-WILL, whip-poor-WILL. 
The bird's brownish plumage makes it practically invisible when it is resting on dry 
leaves. 

WOODPECKERS-GOOD CREEPERS AND CLIMBERS 
The name of the "redheaded" woodpecker appeals so strongly to children that 

this bird almost seems to be the outstanding member of the tribe. However, this 
woodpecker is only one of many: There are at least 375 varieties. The woodpecker is 
found in all parts of the world except the Australian region and Madagascar. There are 
twenty-four species in North America. The downy woodpecker which is at home in our 
woods and parks is probably the most widespread and common. One of the smallest of 
the family, it is a plain black and white except for the red patch the male wears on the 
back of its head. It is also one of the friendliest, and an eager visitor at winter feeding 
stations if you provide suet for it. 

Woodpeckers are well adapted for creeping and climbing, as they have two toes 
directed forward and two backward to assist them in clinging to an upright surface. The 
stiff-pointed tail feathers serve as a prop. Their other notable adaptation is the strong 
sharp bill with which they can chisel away wood to expose grubs. This bird's specialized 
tongue is also useful: it can be extended some distance and has a horny spearlike tip on 
which the food is impaled and then drawn into the woodpecker's bill. 

OWLS-BIRDS OF THE NIGHT 
Even before a child hears "The Owl and the Pussycat," his imagination may be 

captured by this dignified bird. Since owls are creatures of the night they are seldom 
seen; but their hoots, shrieks. and other distinctive calls often betray their presence in a 
neighborhood. Most owls are woodland birds, though some make their homes in 
steeples, towers, barns, and other outbuildings; some owls prefer marshes and plains. 

Many people have mistaken ideas about owls. One of these notions is that owls 
cannot see in the daytime. It is true that their sight is keenest at night, when they do their 
hunting; but they can use their big staring orbs from sunrise to dark if they wish. These 
eyes are placed in their sockets in an odd manner, being fixed in such a way that the 
bird cannot look from one place to another by merely rolling its eyeballs. In order to see 
to the side, it must turn its head in that direction. As a result, its efforts to keep an object 
in view may make the owl seem to be "unscrewing" its head. 

Owls vary greatly in size according to species. Whereas the screech owl is no 
more than ten inches long, the great horned owl may reach a maximum of twenty-three 
inches. Both of these have conspicuous ear tufts. The great horned owl seeks wild, 
heavily forested regions. The screech owl frequently lives near dwellings, in shade trees 
of village streets or suburban lots. On occasion it will accept the hospitality of a bird-box 
home. Its plumage is rather odd: its color-gray or reddish-offers no clue as to sex, age, 
or season. Some owls simply have reddish-brown feathers while others have grayish-
brown ones. 

HAWKS-MORE FRIENDS THAN FOES 
You can perhaps best recognize the large and varied hawk family by actions and 

sounds. Hawks are solitary birds except during the migration season. Ordinarily you may 
see one of them soaring in wide circles high overhead, scanning the ground below for a 



possible victim. When it spots a quarry it swoops down, strikes the prey with its feet and 
tears it to pieces with its bill. Its loud, startling cry seems very suitable to its fierce nature. 

 
Because of the many similarities among different species, it is not always simple 

to tell them apart. Sometimes you can identify the red-tailed hawk by the feature which 
gives it its name, even when it is flying quite high above you. Its tail is frequently slanted 
in flight, and especially on a sunny day the red tones on the upper surface are 
surprisingly evident. The red-tailed hawk is of medium size, its body length ranging from 
nineteen to twenty-five inches. Its wing-spread may be fifty inches or more. The 
Cooper's hawk is slightly smaller. It looks very much like the sharp-shinned hawk, the 
adult males of both species having blue-gray plumage above and whitish below with 
reddish-brown cross stripes. 

Many hawks perform a valuable service in farm areas by eating great numbers of 
mice and other destructive small mammals. In spite of this, there is a popular notion that 
all hawks are the farmer's enemies. 

"But don't chicken hawks steal the farmer's hens?" your child may ask. 

Strangely enough, it is not the chicken hawks that do the stealing. Or if they do, it 
is an exceptional case. The two kinds widely known as chicken or hen hawks are the 
red-tailed hawk and the red-shouldered hawk. Both of these eat mostly mice, gophers 
and other mammals, insects, and reptiles. Only rarely do they attack poultry. 

The Cooper's hawk, however, is one that the farmer may definitely class as bad 
from his point of view. The sharp-shinned hawk also kills chickens as well as many wild 
birds. The chances are that the larger and more strikingly marked red-shouldered and 



red-tailed types attract the most attention, while the smaller and less noticeable Cooper's 
and sharp-shinned hawks actually carry out the sneak attacks on poultry yards. So, 
ironically enough, birds that are really allies of the farmer are classed as foes. 

BALD EAGLES 
"Is the bald eagle really bald?" 

Inquisitive children ask this question so often that you ought to have a ready 
answer handy. Actually this bird has a fine crop of feathers on its head; but because they 
are white, in contrast to most of its plumage, they do not show up when seen from a 
distance. 

Because of its strength and daring and its air of majestic dignity, the Americans 
chose the bald eagle as their national emblem when they first formed an independent 
nation. Some people find fault with this selection on the ground that eagles often get 
their food by snatching it from terrified smaller birds that have procured it from river, lake, 
or ocean. This banditry charge is true, but it is difficult to watch the enormous-winged 
creature soaring through the air without thinking of it as a noble bird. 

The golden eagle of the West is somewhat larger than the bald one and has 
been known to grow as long as forty-three inches. It has sometimes been accused of 
carrying off children in its enormous claws. However, there is apparently no verified case 
of this happening, and experiment has shown that six pounds is about the greatest 
weight the golden eagle can carry. 

VULTURES-NATURE'S STREET CLEANERS 
These are the birds that actually merit the name "bald," as the head and neck of 

both black and turkey vultures are bare of feathers. When you see one of these birds of 
prey, in the flesh or in pictures, you are more likely to be repelled than attracted; no one 
is apt to speak fondly of a vulture. Nevertheless it is extremely valuable as a scavenger, 
and in certain towns of the South, vultures form a dependable street-cleaning 
department. 

GULLS-THEY ROOST ON WATER 
You are most likely to see gulls along the seashore and in bays and harbors. But, 

as many of them nest on the islands of inland lakes, it is not impossible to glimpse them 
in a wide variety of places. The herring gull, abundant along the Atlantic Coast, is one of 
the largest types and has a gray back and wings that are tipped with black. The 
California gull closely resembles the herring gull. Some kinds, such as the laughing gull 
of the East and the Franklin gull of the West, have a black head. 

Gulls are as buoyant as cork on the water and they often rest and roost there. 
They are a valuable aid to sanitation along water fronts, especially in harbors where 
garbage is dumped. They often gather in tremendous numbers at such places and seize 
the refuse as it is thrown off scows. It is exciting to watch them vie for offal discarded 
from a returning fishing craft when the catch is being cleaned. In addition they devour 
the bodies of dead creatures of the sea which have floated to the surface. 

Making Wild Birds Feel at Home 
Rescuing a helpless animal is one of childhood's greatest thrills. Most youngsters 

are thoroughly delighted at an opportunity to care for an injured older bird-or a baby bird 
that has become separated from its parents. 



This is an endearing trait in children, but before you let them make the attempt, 
you ought to know how hard it is to feed wild birds-especially the young ones. Baby birds 
often starve to death because people have no conception of the enormous quantities of 
food the fledglings require. These figures tell the story: A house wren was seen feeding 
her three babies 111 spiders and insects within four hours! Chipping sparrows brought 
their three youngsters thirty-seven grasshoppers in an hour and a half. Most amazing of 
all, a baby robin, just ready to leave its nest, was able to eat the equivalent of fourteen 
feet of earthworms in a day! 

Fortunately, you can supply substitutes for natural foods if a young bird suddenly 
becomes your responsibility. Sparrows, robins, bluebirds, waxwings, and many others, 
will flourish on a well-balanced diet of meal worms, hard-boiled egg yolk fully grated, 
bread with milk, and berries. 

Remember, before rashly adopting a bird "orphan," that young ones sometimes 
become separated temporarily from their family and cry loudly trying to attract their 
parents' attention. If you find one of these lost youngsters on the ground, you do best to 
place the bird gently on the branch of a tree rather than take it home. If the hour is late, 
your wisest course may be to take the baby home and wait until early next morning to 
return it to the place where you found it. 

If you succeed in raising a young bird, you will want to give it its liberty as soon 
as it is able to shift for itself. In fact, there are many species which cannot be legally kept 
in captivity without a permit. Crows are one of the exceptions to this ruling, and they may 
become fascinating pets. If they are taken as young birds, they attach themselves firmly 
to a household and shun the efforts of other crows to draw them away. They enjoy the 
companionship of humans and can learn to talk like parrots. Unfortunately, some people 
mistakenly believe that splitting a crow's tongue helps it talk. This is a cruel thing to do, 
and futile as well; the crow does not use its tongue to produce sounds. 

You will find tame crows at a number of zoos. The Philadelphia Zoo used to keep 
one near the main entrance, where it would greet arrivals with a cheery "Hello"; and 
there was another whose favorite exclamation was, "Wow! Cold out!" even in 
midsummer. A crow named Deacon was one of the first features of the Children's Zoo at 
the Bronx Zoological Gardens in New York City. Someone had found the bird, a forlorn 
little orphan, under a tree. The crow repaid the good care he received from zoo officials 
by playing the gracious host to countless boys and girls. 

Like crows, some owls make fine pets. An elderly friend of mine delights in 
reminiscing about a great horned owl he had when he was a boy. He found it as a small 
ball of down under a huge nest in the woods near his home and immediately became the 
bird's foster father. He named it Jack and took full charge of its diet of raw fish, flesh, and 
fowl, keeping it healthy and happy until it was full-grown. 

"Jack was an affectionate bird," he recalls. "Often he would sit beside me and I 
would ruffle his feathers just behind his head. He would bend forward, his eyes almost 
closed, and every few minutes there would be a succession of deep baritone hoots." 
Such gentle, trusting companionship can mean a great deal to a child. 


