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THE BIRDS WE SEE. 

THE ROBIN. 
~ fil HA VE often played, as I dare say you 
d, , have, at a ga1ne in which you throw a 
handkerchief at another person, calling out, 
"Earth," "Air," or "Water!" and then, -while 
you count ten, that person must name so1ne 
creature of the earth, or the air, or the ·water, 
as the case may be. If he cannot think of 
one in the given ti1ne, he must pay a forfeit. 
}f ow I have noticed, that when I call out 
"Air ! " the answer that comes more than any 
other is " Robin ! " So, as his name springs 
up so naturally, it is a very good reason why 
we should begin first to talk about the Robin 
Redbreast. 

Now I want you to understand that God 
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has given to every bird a character of its own, 
almost as much as he has to you and me; 
only with th.is difference, that with them all 
of the same kind, or species, as it is called, 
have the same character, whereas you and I 
are each one individually different ;-we are 
just ourselves and nobody else. I wish to 
help you to try and find out the character of 
the various bir~s we see, not by what I say, 
but by watching their ways and habits for 
yourselves. Very pleasant work you will find 
it, if you really give your minds to it, even 
now; and I can tell you, fron1 experience, it 
will not wear itself out lik~ many other 
pleasures, but will keep fresh and bright all 
your lives \ong. 

The robin's nature is to be very sociable; 
while other birds are shy and timid, he seems 
created on purpose to please n1ankind by his 
confidence in then1 and his near approach to 
them. No wonder the little bird should be a 
favourite, so pretty and sprightly, so bold and 
familiar as he is. Everybody knows hi1n, 
everybody loves hin1. This 1nay partly be 
owing to the kind act he is said to have per-
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formed to the Babes in the Wood. But it i · 
p_ot only in England he is a favourite; all 
over Europe the robin is to be found, and 
everywhere is he treated with the san1e 
affection as with us, almost every European 
language having a pet name of its own for 
him, so that the robin bears a kind of channed 
life. I never saw a robin in a cage; did you? 
The most thoughtless boy would never kill 
one intentionally, and the hardest-hearted 
-gardener never dreams of accusing him of 
spoiling his crops. True, he may take a fe-,v 
strawberries now and then, but nobody would 
grudge him that. Indeed, he is on excellent 
terms with the gardener. Have you not seen 
him many a time hopping about on the newly­
dug soil, now on the path, now on the top of 
the tool-house, no-w, bolder still, on the handle 
of the spade which the gardener has stuck 
into the ground a n1inute while he talks to 
you ? He is watching for worn1s, and so the 
gardener knows he can trust him not to do 
any harm. "Ah ! but what does he do in the ;.,-~~ 
winter?" you say. Well, I am afraid tunes 
Clre very hard for him then; but he picks up 
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a bit here, and a bit there, and looks just as 
sleek as if he lived well, and as contented as if 
he knew where his next meal was to come 
from. It is one of the robin's good points 
that he is never dull nor out of spirits, let 
things be ever so bad. 

The robin sings more or less all the year 
round, only we do not notice his song so much 
in summer, when so many other birds are 
singing too. By-and-by they get silent, and 
some fly away to other lands; but the robin 
does not care to go. He never leaves us far; 
and if in summer he wanders into the ·woods, 
and we do not see so much of him, he returns 
to us as soon as autumn comes, and then he 
sings his sweet plaintive song in our gardens 
and shrubberies, among the falling leaves and 
fading flowers. And when the flowers are all 
gone, he sings on just the same; as if he would 
tell us that though things are not so bright as 
they have been, it is all right, and they ·will 
come back again some day. Will you not 
help him with a few crun1bs next time the 
snow is on the ground ? 

At last spring returns: he has lived through 
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the hard days, and it is all right again. You 
go out to dig in your garden, and the first 
worm wriggles itself up to see how the world 
goes on: down comes robin, and pounces upon 
it. Your intention was to get your garden 
ready for your seeds, but what you really had 
to do was to provide a famished bird with his 
dinner. Ah! that was a useful worm, though 
you may think the world would never miss 
him : he spent his life loosening the soil about 
the roots of your plants, without which they 
would never have grown; and though it does 
seem rather sad to be eaten up at last, yet he 
did his work well, and was useful even in his 
death; and what could any of us wish for 
more 1 

Like other birds, it is the rnale who does 
most of the singing; and it is the male also 
who wears the beautiful colour on his breast-­
that of the female is only a pale speckled 
brown. 

The robin builds his nest not on high trees­
that would look like a want of confidence in 
man-but somewhere near the ground, in a 
great variety of situations; sometimes in a 
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bank or in a hole in the wall, very often 1n 
the ivy. I have found it in a rubbish heap, 
in rock-work, and in a greenhouse. Once I 
saw one in the outer hall of a country-house; 
the door of which was generally left open, and 
as visitors passed in and out, the keen black 
yes of the little bird ,vere fixed upon them; 

but she never moved from her post, and there 
she reared her young ones in safety. I n1ust 
tell you of one robin ,vho took a long journey 
rather than leave her nestlings. A ,vaggon 
had once been packed ,vith hampers to send 
to a distance, but. fron1 some reason or other it 
had to ,vait n1any weeks in a shed before it 
started. The bottom of the ,vaggon was filled 
with stra,v, and a pair of robins thought this 
·would be a snug place for their infant family. 
They made their nest; the eggs were laid, and 
the young hatched, when, lo ! one 1norning 
horses were put in, the whip smacked, and 
the waggon began to move. The mother bird 
kept her place on her helpless little ones. A 
home upon wheels was what she had never 
calculated upon, but she was not going to be 
frightened away fro1n her duty now ; she 
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would only hurry into the hedge for food for 
them, and then return to her po t. It wa. · 
fifty mile~ to go. When they arrived, tho 
waggoner, who was a kind man, took great 
care that his guests should not be hurt in the 
unpacking; and then he carried then1 safely 
back in the e1npty ,vaggon to the place they 
started from. 

The robin lays five eggs, of a pale mottled 
brown. The nest is n1ade of dead leaves, and 
has rather an untidy look ; but it is soft and 
warm inside. It is a pretty sight to see the 
parents feeding their young when they first 
get abroad into the great world. The parents 
are tenderly attached to each other, and 
instead of pairing afresh every year, as n1ost 
birds do, they are believed to remain united 
for life. The robin is never to be found in 
flocks ; it does not care for company. It has 
its dear mate and its friend n1an, and it wants 
no more. 

I have said the robin is always in good 
spirits, but I must n1ake one exception, which 
you will not wonder at, and that is, when 
either you or the cat-- comes near its young 
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ones. The nest being so near the ground, 
cats often do get at the nestlings ; and then 
the poor parent birds, helpless as. they are, 
after flitting about in an agony of distress, 
will sit upon a bough and utter such a wail of 
grief that it would almost make you cry to 
hear it. 

I don't like to tell tales, but I am obliged 
to confess the robin's temper is none of the 
best; it is very touchy, and easily offended, so 
that they will fight stoutly over a worm or 
a caterpillar. Even over the same meal of 
crumbs, ·when there were plenty for all, I have 
seen one fly at another without any reason, as 
it seemed to me; but I suppose, like other 
quarrelsome people, he thoiight he had. I an1 
quite sorry to think that even a robin has 
faults; but we will say no more about then1, 
but rather re1nember all his good qualities as 
we say good-bye to hin1. 

(733) 



THE SW ALLOW. 

~HE winter was long and dreary; but it is 
@- all over now. Indeed you have aln1ost 
forgotten it as you sally forth on this sweet 
April morning to gather primroses from the 
bank and see if the cowslips are out, in the 
fields. Everything is full of ljfe and joy; and 
just as you stoop over the green springing 
1neadow-grass to look for those golden honey­
cups, something black skims along in front of 
you, and is away in an instant. "Ah, there's 
the first Svvallow ! " you say. And the old man 
coming along the footpath at the san1e 1non1ent 
looks after it just as eagerly as you do, though 
he has seen it come and go for seventy years, 
and you only a few sun1mers. Yes ! and when 
you get to be seventy, you 1.-vill find, I hope, you 

. have still a welcome to the returning swallow. 
(733) 2 
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It has been spending the ·winter in the 
sum1y lands of the South-in Spain and 
Africa, and on the shores of the 1\1:editer­
ranean; and now it has come back to its old 
home to rear its young and live its life anew. 
Why it should feel constrained to depart, and 
how it finds its way over land and sea back 
to the very spot which it left last year, are 
questions ,vhich we cannot answer; and the 
uncertainty and the mystery give a kind of 
romantic interest to all birds of passage, as 
they are called, but especially to the swallows. 
As they live entirely upon insects, and as the 
insect tribes . either die or remain torpid in the 
winter, so1nething warns them that they must 
leave the place which can no longer supply 
them with food. Then ·when the ,varmth of 
spring hatches the insect eggs, and brings out 
myi·iads of tiny creatures into the sunshine, 
the same so1nething teaches them to return 
again whence they came. We call it instinct; 
but that is only another name for the guiding 
hand of that great Creator who, as the Bible 
tells us, bids the swallow observe the tin e of 
her co111ing ( J er. viii. 7). 
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There are four different species of swallow.· 
which visit us-the Swift, the Chimney 
Swallow, the House Martin, and the Sand 
Marti!).. They are all much alike as -we see 
them on the wing, except that the first two 
are of swifter flight. The martins are smaller, 
and have more 'White about their under parts, 
so that on a summer evening the rays of the 
setting sun are thrown back from their snowy 
breasts like a flash of light. 

The house martin 1nakes its nest against the 
sides of houses, as you must often have seen. 
It is formed of mud taken from the ruts in the 
lanes and the edges of ponds. The eggs are 
of a beautiful clear white. He is a cunning 
as ,veil as a clever little workman; so he only 
builds a small bit of his house-wall every day, 
and that early in the morning, that the heat 
of the sun may dry it well before he goes on. 
Last summer I watched a pair of martins at 
their ,vork, and it took then1 five days from 
the time that they stuck the first dab of mud 
against the house till the outside wa·s finished. 
After that they had to put to rights the inside, 
and n1ake it snug and co1nfortable, which took 
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several days more. They almost always avoid 
a south aspect, as they know the heat of the 
mid-day sun would crack their mud-built house. 
Next year the same pair will come back again, 
and, if it is possible, will put the old nest in 
repair instead of making a new one. 

The swallows return to us about the second 
week in April; the martins arrive a few days 
later: and they always keep the same order. 
They go away all together; but when they 
come back we only see them as stragglers­
first one and then another, and at last in num­
bers. · 

Those who have watched them closely think 
they seem weak of flight and less vigorous 
when they first appear. They could hardly 
be tired with the journey. What is a thousand 
miles to those light and graceful ·wings, which 
can fly sixty miles an hour with scarcely more 
fatigue than the engine of an express train ? 
Probably when they first return insects are 
not plentiful enough to give . them their full 
supply of food; at any rate, it is two or three 
weeks. before they think of beginning hou e­
keeping. When they do begin, there 1s no 
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more play, but real and earnest bu ·ine,,. ·. 

You must not think they are only a1nu. ing 

themselves as they dart over your head,·, 

and you fancy ,vhat an ea, ·y life they 1nu, ·t 

have of it, and how fresh the air n1ust feel 

to them, and how pleasant to have nothing 

to do but play like that. No! life is ,vork 

to them, as it is, or ought to be, to every 

other living creature. Their f cet are , o 

formed that they can only with difficulty rise 

fr01n the ground, so that they rarely settle. 

But there is no need : the air is their home, 

and their eating, drinking, washing, and nearly 

all the occupations of their lives, are done 

upon the wing. 
The swallow builds her nest in chimneys, 

five or six feet down! The nest is made of 

clay or mud, like the martin's, and lined with 

grass and feathers, where she lays five or six 

eggs thickly spotted with pink. 

When the young are hatched, there is in­

deed .no play-work then; for they are very 

hungry, and fron1 early dawn till dark the old 

birds are on the wing to supply their wants. 

It is pleasant to ,vake up in the early 
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summer mornings and hear the low, pleasing 
twitter of the swallow-brood in the chimney, 
as they wonder to each other in their narrow 
nursery what the great world is like. Other 
nestlings can peep out and see something of 
it; but the young swallows knovv nothing till 
at last some happy n1orning their father and 
1nother contrive to get them up into the air 
and place them in a row upon the house-top. 
You may often see them there about the end 
of June, and the parents feeding them. By 
degrees they learn to fly, but are still fed. At 
a given signal the young one flies to meet the 
old one, uttering a little complacent squeak, 
which I suppose means "Thank you." They 
1neet for a moment and part again ; but in 
that moment he has eaten his dinner-con­
sisting of several courses, too, for the parent 
supplies him --with a ·whole mouthful of collecte~ 
insects at once. At last they are able to shift 
for themselves : and no--w the old birds "\Vill be 
able to take breath after their labours, and 
enjoy themselves a little. I o such thing. 
They begin at once to think about a second 
family; for they rear two broods every season, 
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and the summer is not long enough for them 
to rest between. But you know, if our work 
is our happiness, ·we do not care to take much 
time for play. So the old nest is used again, 
and the same course gone through. 

By the time the second batch are on the 
wing, it is high time to think about their 
journey. The nights grov1 long and chilly, 
and the chestnut-leaves are turned quite yellovl, 
and insects are not nearly so plentiful as they 
were a month ago. The swallows know they 
must depart. For a while we see them in 
large companies perched upon the house-tops, 
or wheeling round as in a state of great excite­
ment, as in chattering swallow language they 
discuss their plans and settle their route. At 
last it is all acljusted. We get up some fresh 
October morning; and they are gone. The 
dew lies thick upon the grass, as it did yester­
day, and the gossamer is covering the hedges 
with its fairy net-work, but the sumnier birds 
have left us; we shall see them no more till 
spnng. 

Others lead you now, and you have only to 
follow where they go before you. But when 
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in after years you find you have to walk alone, 
and you know not the path in ·which you 
ought to tread, remember that the God who 
guides the swallow over land and sea will 
most assuredly guide yoir, (Prov. iii. 6). 



THE WRE:N. 

~HE pretty little Wren-or Jenny Wren, 

@. as we sometimes fa1niliarly call her-is 

almost as great a favourite with us as the 

robin. We do not see nearly so 111uch of her; 

but her small size and her pert little ways 

make us all feel kindly towards her. The tiny 

creature is only four inches long. She hops 

out of the hedge just before us, and perches on 

a bough of hazel over it; and you must n1ake 

the best use of your eyes if you want to look 

at her, for she is off again in a n1oment-but 

not before she has taken you in fron1 top to 

toe with those sharp bright eyes of hers. 

Perhaps you had tin1e to notice the way in 

which she chooses to carry her tail. Other 

birds carry theirs dovvn in the proper place 

and in orthodox fashion; but jenny wren 
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THE WREN. 

thinks fit to stick 
hers up, as if she 

·. wanted to be like 
the turkey - cock 
when he is in a pas­

It is rather 
to her 

When the wren - 1 

t~~-.r/ :flits about from ~~ ~ 

branch to branch it 

when it 
to sing, it is in a 
voice so loud and 
strong you would 
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never guess where it came from. It i a clear 

and pleasant song; the more welcome b cause, 
like the robin's, we often hear it in the winter 
when the snow lies thick upon the ground. 

The WTen will build its nest in strange 
places. Once one was found in the , leeve of 

an old coat hanging up against the wall! A 
hay-rick is a very frequent place, as is also a 
cow-shed. The nest is peculiar: it is round 
like a ball, with a hole at the side; and the 

bird in making it begins at the top, instead of, 
like others, at the bottom. If it is in a bush 

or fir-tree, it is made underneath the bough, 
so that it is fixed by the upper part inEitead 
of the lower. The materials are dried leaves 
mostly, but also fern or grass, or whatever 
comes readily in the way. Jenny WTen is so 
touchy, and so little mindful of ·her trouble, 

that if you only presume to put your finger on 
the nest, she will forsake it and build afresh! 
You may not have seen her, but she has either 
watched you, or has found out in son1e way of 
her own that you have touched her property. 
Inside it is lined with feathers, and eight or 

ten pretty little white eggs with pink spots 
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,vill soon be found there. Both parents are 
n1ost active in feeding their young; and it is 
a marvel how these little birds, who have no 
great power of wing, should be able to feed so 
large a family. 

The wren never leaves us, but lives as best 
it can through the winter on chance morsels : 
I dare say these always turn up just at the 
right moment. They appear to feel the cold · 
a good deal, for they are sometimes found in 
the farmyard huddled together as if for the 
warmth. 

A litt le boy once ,vent out on a cold winter 
night to look for sparrows under the thatch of 
his father's cottage. His hand ca1ne against 
something soft and warm, and he took it into 
the room, rather puzzled to think what strange 
creature he had got hold of When he can1e 
to the light he found it was four little wrens 
that had rolled themselves up to try to · keep 
out the weather; their heads under their 
wings, and their feet tucked in in the middle, 
so that they only looked like a ball of feathers 

_ -as soft as a cowslip ball, and alive too ! 
Presently, ,vith the friendly ·warn1th of the 
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room, they began to wake up, and ·were 
doubtless much astonished to see where they 

were, and puzzled to know how they got there. 
There is another well-known little bird 

,vhich bears the name of wren; and though it 

is no real relation to jenny, it is such a little 
gem of beauty I want you to look out for it 
in your walks. It is called the Golden­
crested Wren, or Gold Crest. It is not 
common in the summer time; but when your 

winter walk lies through or alongside a 
plantation · of fir-trees, use your eyes well, and 

you will be almost sure to see it. It haunts 
these trees more than any other, as it lives 
upon the insects it picks out of the cones. 
You may know it at once-by the bright yellow 

patch upon its head, which gives it its name. 
It is a n1ere scrap of a bird, the smallest we 

have in England, being only three inches and 
a half long: and the egg is the funniest little 
thing-no bigger than a pea, and not a large 
pea either; its colour pale mottled brown. 
But the little bird's povvers are quite complete, 

though they are packed into such a very small 
compass. It is not too small to be useful : do 
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you think clnything is 1 Never was work 
better finished than the nest of the golden- · 
crested wren ; never a family better tended 
than the tiny little ones of this tiny little 
being. 

Its Latin name is Regidiis, which means a 
little king; and this is the fable of how it 
ca1ne by such a name :-Once upon a time the 
birds agreed that they should like one to be 
king over all the rest. But how should they 
decide who was worthy of the honour 1 They 
settled at last that the one who could soar the 
highest should be their king. So the s,vallow 
started forth, and ,vith its rapid wing it 
wheeled round and round in encliess circles, 
but it could not soar into the sky; and the 
lark rose higher and higher, but it could not 
breathe in that thin, cold upper air. But 
the eagle-that was his natural ho111e. He 
1nounted · up as if he never meant to come 
back to earth. There was no question about 
it: do what they would, it was plain the eagle 
1nust be king, and none beside. Just as they 
were about, then, to salute the eagle king of 
birds, the little golden-crested wren popped up 
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his head and put in his claim. Where had he 
come from? Why, he was so small he had 
perched himself on the eagle's tail, and 
nobody had seen him; and so light, the great 
bird had never felt his weight : so he had 
soared all the time with the eagle, and been 
just as high as he had. The other birds 
shook their heads gravely; but they could 
say nothing against such a cunning little 
fellow. And thus it can1e to pass that the 
smallest bird and the largest were each 
honoured with the title of king. And the 
little gold crest deserves it, too ; for, with his 
golden crown upon his head, he tells us that 
in this world there is room for the s1nall as 
well as the great; nay, that God's power is 
even more shown in the perfectness of the 
small than in the majesty of the large. 

(733) 3 
1i, 



THE CUCKOO. 

~ f F we are glad to see the swallow, still 
~ n1ore, I suppose, we all ,velcome the 
Cuckoo. Perhaps I am ·wrong in classing it 
among the birds we see ; for most people 
might pass their whole lives and never see 
one, unless it ,vere a stuffed specin1en in the 
British Museun1. It very seldon1 shows it­
self; it is its song which is so pleasant and 
familiar, not its bodily presence. But we 
take in pleasure by our ears as well as by our 
eyes. Wise people, ,vho like to go to the 
botto1n of things, sometimes debate as to 
,vhich of the two gives us most pleas1-~re, aud, 
as there is a great deal to be said on both 
sides, they generally leave off ,vhere they 
began. So we sit down upon this sloping 
bank, blue rather tha,n green with its wild 
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hyacinth carpet, and shut our eyes that we 
may weigh the matter; and, as .we listen to 
the lark singing overhead, and the hum of the 
bees, and the ,vood-pigeon cooing, and, sweeter 
still, the voice of the cuckoo, we think how 
good God has been to make every sense, and 
not one only, a source of enjoyment to us. 

But the cuckoo's is hardly a song, after aU. 
He knows only two notes, f and d, in the key 
of cl; and he says them over and over all day 
long, and day after day, from the middle of April 
till the end of June. The latter part of the time 
his voice is not so musical, and it sounds as if 
he had oversung himself. Now and then you 
n1ay hear two cuckoos singing in different 
keys, which makes an unpleasant. discord; but 
generally they sing in unison. They sing as 
they fly, as the lark does. But usually the 
sound seems to come from the depths of the 
wood; then it almost dies away with the 
dreamy sweetnes~ of an echo, and again it 
bursts out loud and clear close to you. 

It is an ash-coloured bird you would see if 
ever it did sho-w itself, about as large as a 
jack-daw ; and its under parts are .white, with 
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bars of black all across. It comes 1n the 
middle of April, and, if it is warm weather, 
begins its song at once. Everybody hails it; 
it is associated in our minds with all our 
thoughts of spring, and lengthening days, and 
opening flowers. When we are young, it 

THE CU CKO O. 

seems to rejoice with us; and ,vhen we grow 
old, it brings ,vith it happy memories, and 
wakes up our youth again. Yes, young and 
old, rich and poor, poets and ordinary men, all 
love the voice of the cuckoo. Through the 
1nonth of May we hear it incessantly; but 
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gradually it grows less and less frequent, till _ 

we miss it altogether; and in July it leave 

us, long before the approach of autumn could 

warn it to seek a ·warmer home. 

But, though we love the voice of the cuckoo, 

there is not much to admire in its character 

and habits. Every other bird builds its own 

nest with infinite pains, and rears its own 

family with loving care and tenderness. But 

the cuckoo neither builds a nest nor provides 

for its offspring ; it just lays its eggs in 

ot~er birds' nests, without leave or license, and 

takes no more trouble about them-a careless 

and unnatural mother. But, instead of scold­

ing the cuckoo, we will just look a little into 

this remarkable page of the book of Nature. 

The egg is very small for so large a bird, 

being scarcely bigger than a common sparrow's 

(which it is so1newhat like in form and colour), 

so that it lies naturally in the nest of a small 

bird, just as if it ,vere one of its o,vn. A 

hedge-sparro,v's is usually chosen, but it is 

always an insect-eating bird; for the young 

cuckoo 1n1,r,st have insects, and nothing else, for 

its food. If it be hatched first, it takes upon 
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itself at once to throw the other eggs out of 
the nest; if it find the young hedge-sparrows 
already in possession, it is just the same-the 
baby monster must and will have it all to him­
self, and, whether eggs or young, he manages 
to get them on to his back, climbs up the side of 
the nest, thro-\vs then1 over, and they are seen 
no more. His back has got a curious hollow 
in it-different to other nestlings, as if on 
purpose for this evil deed-which, after ten 
days, fills up and takes the usual form. Long 
before that, he ha.s got rid of his con1panions, 
and reigns supreme in the tiny nest which he 
is fast outgrowing. 

The poor hedge-sparrow has hard work to 
satisfy the amazing appetite of her foster-child, 
already twice as big as herself. For three 
we

1

eks it is tended in the nest, and then, when 
it gets abroad, the hedge-sparrows feed it with 
untiring industry for five weeks more before it 
can take care of itself. In olden times it was 
believed that its first act of self-provision was 
to devour its foster-parent! but we have no 
evidence to prove it quite so bad as this. 

And now I want you to notice how per-
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fectly one thing fits into another, and ho,v 

admi.Tably God has adapted the 111ean. · to tho 

end in this strange history. If the egg were 

larger, it would not go into a small bird's ne. t; 

if a larger nest were chosen, the young cuckoo 

would not have strength to throw out the eggs 

and the young; if it did not do that, there 

would be no roon1 in the nest, and the hedge­

sparrow would be utterly unable to provide 

for the wants of both. 
Why the cuckoo should have been created 

with these peculiar habits, I cannot tell you. 

Perhaps the Creator would have us see that 

he is not tied down to one ,vay of doing 

thingR, but can accomplish his purposes just 

as well by different means. We n1ay feel 

sure there is a reason for everything in 

creation; and by patient watching we 1nay 

very often find out something about it. There 

is one good thing about the study of natural 

history, that anybody can enter into it, and 

anybody enjoy it. It does not ,vant talents, 

nor cleverness, but just the co111mon, ordinary 

gifts that everybody has or 1night have­

attention, patience, and observation; and with 
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these there is always the hope of finding out 
something fresh, and adding to the general 
stock of knowledge. So, perhaps, by degrees 
we shall see clearer into the cuckoo's history. 

Did you ever hear of a cuckoo singing in 
mid-winter? I ~'i.ll tell you of one that did. 
A great 1nany years ago, the servants of a 
country gentleman had stowed away a quantity 
of timber for winter use in a corner of one of 
their master's fields. Winter ca1ne, and Christ­
mas came with its n1-erry-makings, and the 
oven was ·wanted to bake son1e of the good 
things. So the wood was sent for fron1- the 
field, and a large armful put into the stove to 
heat the oven. All at once, from out of the 
middle of the stove, can1e the familiar sound 
of " Cuckoo ! cuckoo ! " The astonished ser­
vants turned pale with fright- for those were 
superstitious days-and they thought the wood 
was bewitched. At last, one bolder than the 
rest put his arm in, but only drew out a 
bundle of feathers, while can10 a second time, 
'' Cuckoo ! cuckoo ! " He tried again, and 
this time brought eut a poor half-starved 
cuckoo. 
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Most likely it had not been strong enough 

to follow the others to a warmer climate, and 

so had crept for shelter into the pile of timber. 

There it must havo fallen into a torpid state 

till the heat of the oven revived it. It died 

soon after, and never lived to cry "Cuckoo! 

cuckoo!" in any other place than the Christ­

mas fire. 



THE NIGHTINGALE. 

~HE Nightingale, like the cuckoo, is known 
@, to most of you by the hearing rather 
than the seeing. It is a shy and timid bird, 
desiring not the society of man, and hiding 
itself from his sight in the thicket and the 
shade. I was once, however, spending the 
spring in a quiet country spot, and a pair of 
nightingales 1?uilt their nest in the middle of 
a flowering currant-bush close to the house. 
The male bird sat upon the dead branch of an 
apple-tree very near it, and sang night and 
day; and they were both so tame, they would 
pick up the crumbs strewed for them on the 
gravel-walk underneath the window. But 
usually it is a rare sight to see the little singer 
whose voice so charms us ; which, happily, 
though he does avoid us, is so powerful it can 
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be heard half-a-mile off: and so, though we 

may be in our garden, and the nightingale in 

the wood, we do not lose the treat of his 
. . 

s1ng1ng. 
The most likely time to see the1n is when 

they first arrive, and the leaves are not for­

ward enough to hide them from view. I have 

seen them then often, and so might you. If 

at the end of April you stroll down so1ne quiet 

lane, bordered ·with copse-wood and low 

thicket, the ground covered with the n1any~ 

shaded purple cuckoo-flower, and a young oak­

tree standing up here and there quite bare 

and dry, there you may have a chance of 

seeing, as well as hearing, the nightingale. 

There he is on that leafless bough; your light 

footstep does not 1nake n1uch noise, or he 

would be frightened in a minute. Not much 

to look at, with his unadorned brown coat and 

pale ash-coloured breast ; but his shape is 

elegant : and see how his throat swells and 

quivers with that thrilling song, which seems 

as if his heart were so full of joy he could not 

pour it out fast enough! 
Poets have said a great 1nany things about 
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the nightingale, some true and son1e false ; 
and among the false things, they have fancied 
he leans his breast against a thorn all the 
while he sings, because his song is so sad ! 
Another has called it a n1elancholy bi.Td; but 
he was a disappointed man, or he would never 
have said that. Another, much wiser, has 
given his opinion that "in nature there is 
nothing 1nelancholy ; " and you, ,vith your 
happy hearts, ,vill rather feel that the nightin­
gale, in his song, just says out the gladness 
and joy yol1 ,vould like to express, but cannot. 
It is one of the strange things about nature, 
that it gives us back ourselves, as it were : if 
we are sad, it seems to sy1npathize ; and when 
we are happy, it seerr1s to tell out our joy. 
But in itself God has made all creation to 
praise him, and it is a happy life he n1eans 
his creatures to live, and not a sad one. 

The nightingale's song is more varied than 
any other English bird's. It is made up of 
sixteen different parts, and it is all in as per­
fect hanuony as if it read tho notes out of a 
1nusic-book as you n1ight do, and it never 
sings the1n wrong or out of tune ! Perhaps 
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you do not know that birds' throats are formed 

with as nice a suitability for singing as yours 

or Jenny Lind's. A complicated arrangement 

is necessary to produce such sounds, and birds 

have it. They are made on purpose, so 

that there is hardly a bird that is entirely 

mute; and nearly all can be taught the notes 

of others besides their own. No animal has 

this capability-their throats are fashioned 

differently; and no dog or cat was ever known 

to speak any other language than its own. 

But birds have a natural susceptibility, as we 

call it, for singing. It is part of the work 

they have to do. It is their means of com­

munication with each other, though we do not 

understand it. Oh, if some kind fairy would 

only give us the power, how pleasant it would 

be! 
We know this much, that there is son1e 

soothing power in it on others of the same 

race ; for the time when they sing n1ost is 

·when their mates are sitting in their nests. 

The nightingale pours out his sweetest strain 

for her-not too near, lest he should betray 

his secret, but on a bough not far off; and 
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thus he beguiles the tedious hours. He 
means it for his mate; but God means it also 
for us, so that, as we listen, we may ·\,vell say, 
-with a good man of old, " Lord, what music 
must thou have provided for thy saints in 
heaven, since thou givest bad n1en such music 
upon earth." 

It is a mistake to suppose that nightingales 
sing only in the night. From the end of 
April to the beginning of June, if the season 
is fine, they sing all day too ; but then they 
only form part of the general chorus. Twilight 
comes, and other heads are folded under their 
wings ; the nightingale alone, as if the day 
were not long enough to tell out his tale, pro­
longs his song of praise into the night. 

The nest is n1ade in a thick bush or shrub, 
entirely concealed fro1n sight. It is formed of 
dead leaves and moss, not particularly well 
put together; but then music, and not archi­
tecture, is the nightingale's profession. The 
five eggs are of a plain, dull brown, but the 
shade of colour varie. in aln1ost every nest. 
After the young are hatched, the .·ong gradu­
ally loses its sweetness, and soon ceases alto-



THE NIGHTINGALE. 49 

gether. The female has only a harsh call, 

hardly to be termed a song. Like the cuckoo, 

it does not wait for the falling leaves, but 

some time in July leaves us for southern 

climes. 
It is rather capricious 1n its tastes, for it 

never visits the north of England, and is 

seldon1 seen in Devonshire, Cornwall, or 

Wales. It is scattered all over Europe; but it 

is a creature of the Old World, and is never 

found in America. 
We read of a Roman emperor, one of whose 

favourite dishes was a stew made of nightin­

gales' tongues ; and you will not be surprised, 

after this, to hear he was a ,v-eak and cruel 

man. A famous man in his day had once a 

dish made of the tongues of singing-birds, 

including those of nightingales, which cost 

more than £6000 ! It is a comfort to think 

this was such a long time ago ; we must hope 

people know better now. 
It is very difficult to keep nightingales in 

confinement; they ahnost always pine away 

and die. I hope you will never wish to make 

the experin1ent. Leave them to the shade 
(733) 4 
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and the woodland, where God has placed 
them, and where "they ask no witness of 
their song, nor thirst for human praise." 
Humble and retiring, not knowing they sing 
better than others, seeking for neither notice 
nor admiration, let us take pattern from them. 
Let us bear in mind that beautiful motto of 
the great and good Fenelon, which is just 
what a nightingale would choose if he wanted 
one-" Love to be unknown." 



r 
> 

THE SKYLARK. 

i@[HERE does the song co1ne fro1n ? 
'Y:J~ We are sitting on the green, open 

down; there are no trees near us to shelter 
any birds, not a living creature is to be seen 
anywhere; yet a song vve do hear certainly­
a happy, joyful song, the air see1ns quite full 
of it. Where cam the singer be? 

Look up, little one, look up; it is the sky­
lark's song, and there is the Skylark itself, so 
high in the air we can only see it as a dark 
speck against the ,vhite clouds over our heads. 
Now it has gone as high as it cares to go, and 
it is coming down again, down, down, singing 
all the while, till it drops like a stone a little 
,vay from us, and we get a good look at our 
friend at last. A brown, sober-feathered bird, 
:.,1, spotted breast, with just a tinge of ycllo-w 
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upon it, and a little crest upon its head-that 
is all. It has no particular beauty. God 
meant the lark for singing; and sing it does, 
with all its might. 

THE SKYLARK. 

Most birds sing their song through, and 
then stop a minute, as if to take breath ; but 
the skylark all the time it is in the air never 
pauses, and never seems to tire. Most birds 
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sing upon a bough, but the skylark , ings in 
the air-it never perches on a tree; it would 
not be comfortable if it did. Its cla,vs are 

straight, so that it could not clasp the spray; 
they are 111ade on purpose for running swiftly 
through the thick grass or clover -where it lives 
and makes its nest. It has a relation, the 
woodlark, which lives partly on trees and 
partly on the ground; but the skylark itself 
is never seen upon a tree. If it is not sing­
ing in the air, it is down in some lowly spot 
upon the ground. That is where it always 
springs from, as if to teach you and me that 
the humblest place is, after all, the nearest to 
heaven. 

The skylark sings nearly all the year round. 
As soon as the first daisy opens its yellow eye, 
in February, or even January, the lark thinks 
it is full time for it to begin its work too. 

By-and-by the pri111rose peeps out froni, its 
crisp crinkled leaves, and then it sings more 

cheerily still. Then co111es the honey-suckle, 
the wild rose of summer, the corn-fields turn 

yellow, the apples grow red, the leaves fade 
and presently fall; but all the while the sky-
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lark sings on, and its song blends ·with every 
season : it seems to say out for us what we 
feel in our hearts, and to thank God for us 
for the summer flowers and the autumn fruits . 

The skylark is an early riser; it makes a 
point of springing up to greet the morning 
sun. It sings at intervals all the day long; 
and as the sun sinks in the west it sinks down 
too, into its grassy home, to begin the day 
again just the same to-morrow. 

For a nest, it simply lines a hole in the 
ground ·w·ith dry stalks and bits of grass; and 
there . it lays five or six dark mottled brown 
eggs. It chooses its situation in the meadow· 
or clover-field, or even on the open down. 
Yet the nest is not so often found as you 
would suppose ; and even -if once found, it is 
difficult to hit upon the same spot again. 

Larks are plentiful everywhere, and in 
winter they fly about together in large flockf? . 
Their sumn1er food is mostly earth-worms, but 
in winter they are driven to vegetable diet. 
We call the wjld plants weeds, and the garden 
ones flowers, but each alike bears its little 
seeds after its own kind, and each of these 
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little seeds has its own work to do. We 

gather the pods of our sweet-pea and our 

lupines, and store them carefully away till we 

plant them the following summer. And the 

wild flower-seeds-does nobody gather therni f 

Yes; God lays them in his storehouse, and 

not one is wasted. Some fall to the ground, 

ready to take root and grow up in the spring­

time, but the greater part are for the spreading 

of the little birds' table. The larks especially 

feed on these seeds in the winter, and all the 

cold weather through they come and eat, and 

are satisfied. 
Everybody loves the skylark's song; and 

sometirnes, when people have gone away to 

other lands, they have taken a skylark with 

them to remind them of their English h01ne. 

There was once a poor old widow woman ,vho, 

finding it hard work to get her living at home, 

thought she would like to go to the gold-dig­

gings in Australia. So she crossed the sea to 

that far-off country. The only treasures she 

possessed she took with her : one was her 

Bible-for she was a good old wo1nan, and 

loved her Bible-the other was a pet skylark, 
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which had been used to live in a small wicker 
cage outside her cottage window. When she 
got to Australia, she hired a little hut, and 
got her living by washing the gold-diggers' 
clothes and cooking their dinners. All the 
time the little lark sang his happy English 
song beside her door. She listened, and it 
cheered her at her work. Some of the gold­
diggers listened too: it was years since they 
had heard that familiar song, and many offered 
to buy the lark, if the' widow ·would only sell 
him. She shook her head. " No no I'll ' ' never do that; but you may come o' Sundays 
and hear him sing-1nayhap it'll do you good." 
Alas! they had no church there; nothing to 
make Sundays different from other days. But, 
Sunday after Sunday, they did come; and the 
lark's song told them of the green valleys of 
England; it brought back memories of their 
childhood- of the prayers learned at their 
mothers' knees - of the thoughts they once 
had about God and about heaven; alas ! how 
sadly forgotten now! The rough men's hearts 
were softened; I think, nay, I am quite sure, 
they were better n1en for it. The skylark 
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preached a little sermon to them; he did not 

know it, he did not 1nean it, but God meant 
it, and God sent it; and I think, as the poor 
won1an said, "it did them good." 

. .. . 
. " .. 

' ·:· 



THE CHAFFINCH. 

~ j THINK you are sure to know the Chaf 
~ finch, such a frequent and familiar little 
bird as he is, and so handsome withal. With 
the blue on his head like a cap, and the streaks 
of white on his chestnut wings, and the soft 
bright red on his breast, you are quite as sure 
to admire him. This is the plumage of the 
male bird ; the female has no red, and her 
dress is altogether more sober. The hen birds 
of all kinds are plainer in their attire; always 
neat and eleg·ant (for nature is never slovenly), 
but quiet and Quaker-like, just as if nature 
meant to give a sly hint on the matter of dress 
to others besides birds. Yet I must tell you 
the reason people who have studied the sub­
ject give us for this, as it is very interesting: 
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the hen bird, which sits for so many hour so 

close on her nest, either hatching her eggs or 

guarding her young ones, is thus n1ore likely 

to escape prying eyes than if she had a gay 

coat on, like her mate. See how kindly and 

tenderly God provides for the safety even of 

his lower creatures. 

The chaffinch stops with us all the year 

round, and 1nay be seen during any of the 

four seasons. When you fling your crumbs 

out on a cold winter morning, the first bird 

that comes may be a robin, and the second a 

sparro-\v; but the third, and the fourth, and 

the fifth will most likely be chaffinches. If 

you sit upon the lawn on a bright, balmy 

April day, thinking you can aln1ost see the 

grass gro-w and the daisies lift up their heads, 

a chaffinch will be sure to drop down before 

long, after a stray feather or a bit of moss, and 

away again, too busy about its nest to stay. 

Then, in the hot sumn1er, as you lie under the 

oak-tree, in the wood, a sound like "Pink, 

pink!?' makes you raise your eyes, and you 

see a glean1 of red flitting frorn branch to 

branch; it is the chaffinch again. While in 
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autumn you may see a great many of them 
together, as at that time the males separate 
from the females, and fly about together in 
old bachelor parties ; so that one of the Latin 
names of the chaffinch is Cmlebs, -w11ich means 
bachelor. 

The chaffinch has a pleasant song, loud and 
clear, though it wants sweetness, and is rather 
hurried, as if it wanted to get to the end; 
but it begins it again directly, and will sit 
on a twig, close to your ·window, and pour 
out the same notes for an hour together; 
then it will fly to another place, and repeat 
its more common note of "Pink, pink!" 
while it hunts for caterpillars or steals your 
cherries. 

But the special gift of the chaffinch is not 
singing, but building. Except the goldfinch 
and the long-tailed ton1-tit, it has hardly a 
rival a1nong British birds in the skill with 
which it makes its nest. The goldfinch's is 
smaller, and therefore more fairy-like, but the 
chaffinch's is quite as beantiful in its con­
struction. It builds often in rather an ex­
posed situation- in the forked branch of a 
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pear tree or a plum tree, amongst the laurels 
of the shrubbery, in the holly-tree on the 
lawn-but the nest is so artfully mad.e of 
the san1e colour as the branch or the leave.· 
around it, you may pass it every day and 
never see it. At last the poor bird betrays 
its own secret by springing out before you, 
and then you search about till you find a 
more beautiful little home than ever fairy 
dwelt in or enchanter's wand created. The 
outside is sometimes n1ade of moss or wool 
and little bits of stick or dried grass, woven 
together till it is firm and close as a piece of 
cloth, and so round and smooth that not a 
morsel of 1noss is out of its place, nor a single 
hair sticking up when it ought to lie down. 
Inside it is lined with horse-hair or feathers, 
and five or six pale eggs, blotched with brown, 
are laid in the midst of then1. I have a nest 
before me now like this, ,w·hich I have kept 
fr01n the days of my childhood. I did not 
take it-I should blush to think I had ever 
been guilty of such a deed of cruelty; but it 
,vas given me by a boy con1panion, and prized 
for its beauty. 
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At other times, when the nest is built 
against a bare branch, it is so covered over 
with lichens as hardly to be distinguished from 
the bough it rests on, and the lichens are stuck 
on with bits of spiders' webs. I have one like 
this too. The boy who was clipping the 
shrubbery of my early home cut it off by mis­
take, and brought it in to " little miss," bough 
and all, with its five eggs lying soft and warm 
in their bed of feathers. It was the first bird's 
nest I remember seeing, and the love I now 
bear both to birds and their nests dates from 
that moment. I loved them then, but I love 
them better still now, for I can trace a Father's 
hand in every hair of those exquisite little 
dwellings. Perhaps the time may come when 
it will comfort you, too, to remen1ber that the 
God who has given the birds skill for their 
work will also give you strength and wisdom 
for yours. 

The male chaffinch makes a most attentive 
husband, and will take his n1ate's place upon 
the nest for a certain time every day, while 
she takes her needed exercise and refreshmeut. 
Both together, they work hard at their nest, 
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and then at the task of feeding their young. 

They begin their building about the middle of 

April, and in a fortnight or three weeks the 

house is ready for their future family. I have 

read of a gentleman who watched a pair of 

chaffinches make their nest under his window 

. in three days. But that must have been 

under some extraordinary pressure of circum­

stances; it is not usually done so speedily as 

that; it takes a fortnight or three weeks with 

most birds before the nest is ready without 

and within. But I suppose it is with birds 

as with boys and girls; some do their work 

lazily; others heartily, and so get through it 

in half the time. I have, however, noticed 

that all birds are 1nore alert and lively at the 

building and rearing time than at any other. 

In the autumn they seen1 to hop about list­

lessly, as if they 1nissed the excitements of 

housekeeping and the care of a family. No 

doubt they find how much happier it is to 

have plenty to do; and if you watch them in 

the spring, I a1n sure you will say they enjoy 

their work, as I trust you do. 
I hope you will never find it in your heart 

('loo) 5 
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to take a bird's nest. Is it not sad to think 
that, after all their trouble and their pleasure 
in this little piece of property, a n1onster should 
come and take it away from them? If our 
hands, clever as we think them, could never 
1nctke it, is not to steal it a most unworthy use 
to put then1 to ? S01netimes we may find one 
which, for some reason or other, the bird has 
forsaken, and then, of course, it is lawf~l spoil; 
but never n1eddle with it otherwise. Son1e 
will forsake as soon as they find it is dis­
covered ; others will bear a good deal of look~ 
ing at, and ,vill trust you not to do thein any 
harm. And it is well to remernher, you may 
take one egg, or even two, out of a nest with­
out its being n1issed : it will only rr1ake one or 
two n1ouths less to feed when the little ones 
are hatched. So that you 1night get a collec­
tion in this vvay without the uncomfortable 
feeling that you had injured one of God's 
creatures for your own pleasure. 

I have wandered from the chaffinch, but 
you n1ust forgive n1e; and next time you see 
hi1n on the la ,vn ( so sprue and tri111 as he is, 
110 wonder his nest should be ·neatly turned out 
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of hand, I feel certain he is particular about 
everything), and then fly into the laurustinus, 
-where he has established his hou ·ehold, and 
you follow him and find it, please remember 
·what I have been saying, and prove yourself 
not a thief. but a friend. 

~ , 
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~ 

:~~HE robin makes the n1ost of his red breast 
(8 as he flits in and out of the winter holly 

or the summer lilac bushes. But there i 

a little bird with a yellow breast as much de­

serving of our notice, and almost as comn1on. 

True, it is not so trustful, and is seldom seen 

about our houses; but there is hardly a hedge­

row or bit of wayside furze where you may not 

see the Yell ow hammer perched on the topmost 

t-wig, j erking itself about for a minute or two, 

and then flying off to settle again a little way 

in advance of you. It has a trick of going 

before you all down the lane in this fashion. 

The yellowhammer is rather larger than 

most of our small birds, being seven inches in 

length. I ts bright yellow breast is softened 

in colour by being spotted with black, and · ts 
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upper parts are n1ostly brown. It 111ake. it · 

nest among the lower branches of bu ·he , al­

most on the ground, hidden fron1 ight by the 

long rank grass, so that it is not so easy to 

find as you might think. The bird belong to 

the fan1ily of buntings, and is ·often called the 

yellow bunting. Indeed, it has such a long 

string of comn1on names, it is a sign it is a 

familiar and ·\"vell-known bird. 

The eggs, like those of all the rest of the 

buntings, are easily kno-w1.1 by the purple 

fantastic-looking scrawls which some fairy's 

hand appears to have traced on them. 

Early in the spring the yellowhan1n1er be­

gins to say all he has to say. A song we can 

hardly call it; it is just three notes, which 

sound something like chit-chat-chirr, with the 

last syllable so long drawn out, it seems to end 

in a wail of grief. When other birds are sing­

ing we may not notice it; but if we do, it 

sounds like a f e-w minor notes in son1e happy 

and joyous strain. When they grow silent, 

hovvever, we cannot help hearing it, nor can 

we mistake it. Beside the ripening corn, the 

harvest-field, the orchard with its golden fruit, 
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-over and over again the same 1nournful 
tones-it always sounds to us like a sigh 
for the departing summer-for the cold dreary 
winter so soon to follow it. 

But what need for melancholy, bird with 
the yellow breast? The winter has its work to 
do as ,vell as the sum1n.er; and never winter 
either to you ·or to us will be without son1e 
gleams of God's sunshine, and son1e kind pro­
vision from God's hand. 



• 

THE BULL F INCH. 

"®'E have said that every bird has its own 
!;;J character ; and the more you notice 

the n1ore you will find this true. Especially 

is this the case with the Bullfinch; he is so 

bold and independent-looking; so handsorne, 

too, with the red on his breast, and the black 

on his head, and the dark gray on his back, 

all so clearly and brightly n1arked. In point 

of shape, he will not con1pare with his cousin 

the chaffinch ; his head is thick, and the 

general make of his body strong built rather 

than elegant. But in other respects the bull­

finch has a great resemblance to the other 

birds of the finch tribe. · 

The bullfinch is fond of retirement, and so, 

though not at all uncon1mon, he is not often 

seen. On some cold winter day you n1ay 
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chance to see a pair in the apple-tree pecking 
away at the buds-their favourite occupation. 
They want to get at the insects which have 
packed themselves snugly away inside the 
buds to sleep till the spring-time. When the 
frost · is very severe, and even their sharp, 
strong beaks can make no impression on the 
frozen buds, they will condescend to join the 
other claimants for your crumbs. Then again 
in summer, when the cherries are ripe, you 
--will catch a glimpse of the bright red breasts 
once more; but, in general, they hide then1-
selves ill the shrubberies and thickets, and 
never seek our notice. 

Their nest is not particularly well finished, 
and is generally placed in the thickest part of 
the thickest bushes. The eggs are five or six 
in number, and are bluish-gray, spotted faintly 
with purple. 

The natural note of the bullfinch is only a 
simple pipe or whistle; but he is very clever 
at imitating the notes of others, so that he is 
much sought after. He is a very apt scholar, 
and very docile and affectionate. 

The best birds are brought fron1 Gern1any, 
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where mt~ch time and trouble are spent upon 

the~~dt1cation. They are taken very early 
from the nest, and they soon get very tan1e. 
When they are about two n1onths old th ir 
n1aster takes the1n in hand in earnest. He 
begins to whistle or play to then1 on a bird­
organ one single tune, taking care that they 
never hear any other, or they would n1ix the111 
up together. By degrees they begin to whistle 
it too. Son1etin1es a very clever bird will 
learn tvvo or three tunes, but in general one 
is as n1uch as they can manage correctly. 
It sounds very strange to hear these little 
creatures warbling " God Save the Queen," 
or "Home, sweet Ho1ne." 

A gentle1nan had once taken great pains 
with a favourite bullfinch, and taught it to 
sing "God Save the Queen" very perfectly. 
He was then called away, and did not return 
ho1ne for so1ne tin1e. The first tidings he 
heard then were, that the poor bullfinch; was 
very ill, and not likely to live. It had lost its 
song and all its powers. The gentle1nan went 
to the bird at once. It struggled up to its feet 
when it heard his voice, and by a great effort 
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perched on his hand as it used to do. It 
began to sing the familiar air, but it was too 
much for its failing strength, and in the act 
of doing it, it fell down dead ! 

Poor bully ! it had faithfully repaid its 
rnaster's care. Is it not sad to think that 
people should so often ill-treat and ill-use the 
creatures around then1, when a little kindness 
would clra w forth love like this ? Love begets 
love, whether it be an1ong birds or n1en. Try 
it, and you will find it so. 



THE GOLDFINCH. 

IHE Goldfinch does not hop about our 

doors ]ike the robin or tJ1e chaffinch. 

You will not see one every day, unless, indeed, 

you see it in that saddest of places for a free 

soaring bird, shut up in a narrow ,vire cage 

hanging outside some cottage door. If you 

·would rather see hin1 in his liberty and his 

glory, come ·with n1e, and I ,vill show you 

where to look for him. 

Go out so1ne bright Septe1nber n1orning, 

pass through the corn-fields ,vhence the har­

vest has just been gathered in, out on to the 

green do,vn beyond. A fine plot of thistles 

lies just on the edge of the slope. The 

feathery down, which is the seed, is just ripe. 

S0111e of it is floating on the breeze, away, 

away, till it sinks down somewhere, where 
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God pleases, to spring up by-and-by into a 
next year's thistle ; and son1e is still hanging 
on the plant, ready for whatever may come 
next. And, lo ! on these st en1s are perched 
so1ne half-dozen little birds-beautiful little 
birds, with red and yello-,v a l black on their 
soft, sn1ooth feathers-pee ·ng aiway at the 
downy heads ViTith extreme satisfaction . And 
a.s the sten1s bend and sway ·with their gentle 
,veight, and the gold on their fluttering wings 
gleams bright in the sunshine, you agree ,vith 
1ne that it is a pleasant sight indeed to see 
a party of goldfinches at their thistle-do-,vn 
dinner. 

The goldfinch has n1uch beauty of forn1 and 
colour, as you will see in the picture - a 
shapely, elegant little bird; yet, fragile as it 
seen1s, it stays with us all the winter, and 
braves the storm from ·which 1nany n1ore 
hardy-looking creatures shrink. It also sings 
cleljghtfully, beginning early in the year, and 
early in the day t oo . Through the lat er 
sun1n1er 1n onths, ·when other notes are 1n ostly 
silent, it i. very pleasant to ,vakc up early in 
the dawning light anLl hca1· its clear, sweet 
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song fron1 the bushes just outside our window. 
It is, besides, very affectionate to man, very 

clever at learning all the little tr~cks which 
you may take the trouble to teach it, and so 

sprightly and apparently happy in confine-
1nent, that it is a general favourite, and 1nore 

frequently kept as a cage-bird than any other 
of our English species. Poor little goldfinch ! 

it pays dearly for having so n1any gifts. 
Another of its accon1plishn1ents is the art of 

building. I ts nest is a most finished piece of 
·workmanship, woven and felted of n1oss and 
lichens, like the chaffinch's, but smaller, more 

con1pact, and, if possible, still n1ore perfect. 
It builds 1nostly in our gardens and shrub­
beries, laying five or six eggs of bluish-white, 
spotted ·with brown at the large end. After 
the young are reared, they flock together in 
little parties about the co111n1ons and open 
places where their food n1ost abounds. In 

choosing a spot for its nest, it always fixes on 
s0111e slender topn1ost twig which will sway 
up and down with the wind; so that the 
young goldfinches get ,vcll 1·ocked, cradle-like, 

in their , ·oft, ·wan11 nur, ery, just as if it were 
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to prepare them for the bending and dancing 
of the thistle-plants on which they perch in 
their after life. 

To crown the good qualities of the goldfinch, 
it is very useful to the farmer, living on the 
seeds which are most injurious to him, and 
yet never touching his grain or his crops ; for 
its special food is the seed of the race of plants 

called by botanists cornposite. That is a hard 

word, but they mean by it the thistle, dande­
lion, groundsel, and n1any other fa1niliar way­
side weeds. You have often puffed away 

their downy heads, or watched the wind 
scattering them hither and thither; and they 
would soon cover the farn1er's fields and choke 

the good seed he has sown there, if the birds 

did not keep them under. This is the special 

,vork of the goldfinch. It has this peculiarity, 
that it never picks its food from the ground. 

No ! it likes best to have it quite fresh; so it 

always clings to the plant itself, and there 

feasts away at its leisure. 
And as we stand and watch it, we know 

what the goldfinch does not-that an Aln1ighty 

Hand has provided and arranged for all with 



THE GOLDFI rcH. 81 

unerring love and forethought ; creating the 
thistle-down for the goldfinch, and the gold­
finch for the thistle-down, n1aking one thing 
fit into another in a never-ending chain; so 
that the more ,ve study Nature, the oftener 
we find ourselves obliged to exclaim, " 0 LoRD, 
how n1anifold are thy works ! in ,visdom hast 
thou n1ade them all : the earth i. full of thy 
riches" (Ps. civ. 14) . 

. . 

6 



THE BLACKBIRD. 

0~ . 

~HE Blackbird and the thrush are relations, 
(!!-). and so much alike in their ways and 
habits that the story of one's life is very like 
the story of the other's. Poets call them the .., 

1nerle and the ma vis ; and we speak of the 
two birds together more fa1niliarly than we do 
of any others. Both like our fruit ·when they 
can get it, as well as slugs and snails; both 
sing to us at early da,vn and in the gathering 
twilight; both build their nests early, so that 
they have ti1ne to rear two broods every 
season. They use the san1e n1aterials too, 
dried roots and coarse n1oss ; but the thrush 
lines its nest with n1ucl, plastered quite s1nooth, 
,,rhile the blackbird prefers hair or a few leaves. 
The eggs of the latter are green n1ottled with 
brown, totally unlike those of the thrush. 
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Their forms may be somewhat similar, but the 
deep ebony black of our present friend, and 
his golden bill, are peculiarly his own. Mrs. 
Blackbird, of course, must take her husband's 
name, but she is not black at all, but brown 
all over, and without the yellow bill. 

The voices, too, of the blackbird and the 
thrush are as unlike as can be. Of the thrush 
-we shall speak presently; that of the blackbird 
is, to our thinking, sweeter and richer far. It 
is not so loud nor so varied; but it is so deep, 
so mellow, so full of melody, the very soul of 
1nusic is in it, and it seems to blend with all 
the beautiful in this beautiful world of ours. 
Somebody has put it into musical notes; but 
no instrument of man's making could ever 
reproduce the blackbird's song as he sings it. 

Nearly every bird has a call or cry peculiar 
to itself besides its song. S01ne have so 1nany 
different ones it is very confusing. We won­
der what strange voice it is that we hear, and 
after all ·we find out it only comes from some 
old faniiliar friend. The blackbird's cry when 
he is alarmed or startled is loud and sounding, 
and once heard is easily recognized again. 
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The blackbird has smnetimes a trick of taking 

strange things to mix up with his nest besides 

the usual orthodox materials. A servant had 

been washing some Honiton lace cuffs, and 

had left then1 out upon the lawn all night to 

dry. In the morning, however, they had 

vanished. "They can't have gone without 

hands," said her master rather testily. Much 

inquiry was 1nade, as they were valued, but 

nothing could be heard of them, and they were 

given up for lost. But one day some time 

after, where do you think they were found? 

Woven into a blackbird's nest in a garden 

some ~istance off! I suppose he thought they 

would make light and tasty hangings for his 

nursery walls. And so they did go without 

hands after all, and the gentlen1an had to learn 

the useful lesson that it never does to be too sure. 

The blackbird's sober attire makes him look 

grave and sedate : he is fond of play never­

theless. You may often see then1 in the 

garden chasing each other about backwards 

and forwards, and an1using then1sel ves at son1e 

ga1ne of their own, which yoii n1ay not under­

stand, but no doubt they do. 
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Not long since, there was a great n1an 
amongst us who began life as a poor 1nan in 
a small miner's cottage. When he wa, ,,. only 
three years old, his father lifted him up to 
peep into a blackbird's nest, and fron1 that 
time he loved all the birds, but blackbirds 
most of all. When he was a young man, he 
had one especial favourite ,vhich he had tamed. 
Did he keep it in a cage? Oh no; it used to 
roost every night at his bed's head all through 
the winter. In the spring it would fly away 
to the ,vood, build its nest, rear its young, and 
then return again to its post and its friend. 
And when he was a poor 1nan no longer, but 
lived in a princely house of his own, he still 
re1ne1nbered and cherished his early favourites. 
This was George Stephenson, to whom we 
owe our railways. I think it is an honour to 
the blackbird to have been loved by such a 
1nan as he was. 



THE THRUSH. 

¥EAR after year you n1ay hear the 
r-V Thrush's voice fro1n the same spot, and 

the san1e tree, and the same bough. vVe like 
our own places by the fireside, and the thrush 
seems to have son1ething of the same feeling. 
Son1e bright March morning you hear the 
first notes ; you look round, and there, on the 
bare leafless bough of the tall elm-tree at the 
end of the garden you see it perched, neatly 
dressed in brown, its speckled throat swelling 
as it pours out its heart in song. The song · 
wants sweetness, but it is so varied and so 
cheery we all love it. 

Fron1 that san1e place, early in the n1orning 
and long after sunset, the same thrush will 
sing on all through the spring, now· and then 
in the sun1n1er, again in the autumn, and just 
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for a treat once or twice in the winter. Per­

haps you may even notice that the song in1-

proves: it is the case with birds as it is with 

you, that practice 111akes perfect. A young 

thrush does not co1ne into full song till it is 

about three years old, and each season its 

11otes get 111ellower till the end of that tin1e. 

Then, I suppose, it is considered grown up 

and its education finished. 

You 111ust often have watched the thrush 

upon the lawn: what quick little runs, or 

rather hops, he takes ; then he tugs up a 

worm ; then another run, and another worn1. 

Slugs and snails, however, it likes best; and 

for this reason it is a very early riser, telling 

us by its song, before it is fully light, what a 

good breakfast it has 1nade off those delicious 

1norsels on the dan1p dewy grass. Its way of 

breaking the snail shells is by banging then1 

with its beak against a stone. But if this 

does not succeed, it has another device in 

store : it carries the1n in its beak up into the 

air, and then lets them fall upon the stone, 

when of course they are sn1ashed, and it can 

regale itself at its leisure. But the thrush 
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likes a change of diet sometimes; and when 
the fruit is ripe, it is one of the first to clai1n 
its share. 

The nest is made in March, and perched in 
a fir or laurel or other evergreen tree. In out­
of-the-wa y fir plantations you may find one in 
almost every tree ; and as they are generally 
within reach of the ground, you may gladden 
your sight over and over again with the five 
blue eggs, spotted black at the large end, and 
so bright and so pretty. If you like, you 1nay 
take one out of every.nest; and you would get 
as 1nany as would fill your pockets, and yet 
have done no harm, for the n1other bird would 
never 1niss nor mourn a single egg. But, oh ! 
do be content, and take no n1ore. 

The thrush is often kept in a wicker cage 
as a song-bird. Hovv often I have pitied one 
there, and hoped that the life of a captive bird 
was not so weary as it seemed to me it n1ust be! 

Once on London Bridg~ stood a bird-seller, 
with a large cage full of i1nprisoned songsters. 
They had been torn fron1 the woods, and the 
fields, and freedon1; but he never thought 
about that. Hi · busjness was to sell them, 
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and not to trouble himself -with their feelina-, . 

A stranger, a dark, swarthy - looking 111an, 

paused before the cage. He a. ·keel the price 

of one, then of another ; he paid the 1noney : 

he bought them all; then he opened their 

prison door, and one after another he le-l the111 

all take wing and fly away! The by. tander, 

stared ; they thought he -was 1nad. In a few 

simple but expressive words the stranger ex­

plained hi1nself. "I have been a captive," he 

said; "and now I know what it is to be free." 

He had felt what a prisoner feels, and so he 

could not look un1noved even on a shut-up bird. 

I do not see why a true story should not 

have a moral and a meaning as well as a 1nake­

up one, and certainly we 1nay all learn a lesson 

fron1 this. If God has given us any advan­

tage or any blessing, do not let us be satisfied 

without giving a helping hand to others, that 

they may share it with us. 
And there is a great deal n1ore, which you 

rnust try to find out for yourselves. 

THE END. 
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