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THE     SONG-FINCH.

-tFringilla   melodia,   Wils.

PLATE    CLXXXIX  Male   and   Female.

The  Song  Sparrow  is   one  of   the  most  abundant  of   its   tribe  in  Louisiana,
during   winter.   This   abundance   is   easily   accounted   for   by   the   circumstance
that  it  rears  three  broods  in  the  year: — six  in  the  first,  five  in  the  second,  and
three   in   the   third   brood,   making   fourteen   per   annum   from   a   single   pair.
Supposing   a   couple   to   live   in   health,   and   enjoy   the   comforts   necessary   for
the   bringing   up   of   their   young   families,   for   a   period   of   only   ten   years,
which  is  a  moderate  estimate  for  birds  of  this  class,  you  will  readily  conceive
that  a  whole  flock  of  Song  Sparrows  may  in  a  very  short  time  be  produced
by  them.

Among  the  many  wonders  unveiled  to  us  by  the  study  of  nature,  there  is
one  which,  long  known  to  me,  is  not  the  less  a  marvel  at  the  present  moment.
I   have   never   been  able   to   conceive   why   a   bird   which   produces   more   than
one  brood  in  a  season,  should  abandon  its  first  nest  to  construct  a  new  one,
as  is  the  case  with  the  present  species;  while  other  birds,  such  as  the  Osprey,
and   various   species   of   Swallows,   rear   many   broods   in   the   first   nest   which
they   have   made,   which   they   return   to   after   their   long   annual   migrations,
repair,  and  render  fit  for  the  habitation  of  the  young  brood  to  be  produced.
There   is   another   fact   which   renders   the   question   still   more   difficult   to   be
solved.   I   have   generally   found  the   nests   of   this   Sparrow  cleaner   and   more
perfect   after  the  brood  raised  in  them  have  made  their   departure,   than  the
nests  of  the  other  species  of  birds  mentioned  above  are  on  such  occasions;  a
circumstance   which   would   render   it   unnecessary   for   the   Song   Sparrow   to
repair   its   nest.   You   are   aware   of   the   cleanliness   of   birds   with   respect   to
their   nests   during   the   whole   period   occupied   in   rearing   their   young.   You
know  that   the  parents  remove  the  excrements  to  a   distance  from  them,  so
long  as  these  excrements  are  contained  in  a  filmy  kind  of  substance,  of  which
the   old   bird   lays   hold   with   its   bill   for   that   express   purpose,   frequently
carrying  them  off   to   a   distance  of   forty   or   fifty   yards,   or   even  more.   Well,
the  Song  Sparrow  is  among  the  cleanest  of  the  clean.  I  have  often  watched
the  young  birds  leaving  the  nest;  and  after  their  departure,  have  found  it  as
well  fitted  for  the  reception  of  a  fresh  set  of  eggs  as  the  new  nest  which  the
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bird  constructs.     I   am  unable  to  understand  the  reason  why  a  new  nest  is
formed.     Can  you,  reader,  solve  the  question?

I  have  at  all  times  been  very  partial  to  the  Song  Sparrow;  for  although  its
attire   is   exceedingly   plain,   it   is   pleasing   to   hear   it,   in   the   Middle   States,
singing   earlier   in   spring,   and   later   in   autumn,   than   almost   any   other   bird.
Its  song  is  sweet,  of  considerable  duration,  and  performed  at  all  hours  of  the
day.   It   nestles   sometimes   on   trees,   and   sometimes   on   the   ground.   I   have
imagined   that   the   old   birds,   finding   by   experience   the   insecurity   of   their
ordinary   practice   of   nestling   on   the   ground,   where   the   eggs   are   often
devoured  by   Crows,   betake   themselves   to   the   bushes   to   conceal   their   nests
from   their   enemies.   But   whatever   may   be   the   reason,   the   fact   certainly
exists,   and  the  nests   of   the  Song  Sparrow  occur   in   both  kinds  of   situation.
The  nest  for  the  first  brood  is  prepared,  and  the  eggs  laid,  sometimes  as  early
as   the   15th   of   April.   The   young   are   out   by   the   first   week   of   May.   The
third   brood   is   seen   by   the   middle   of   September.   The   nest,   when   on   the
ground,  is  well  sunk  in  the  earth,  and  is  placed  at  the  roots  of  tall  grasses.
It   is   made   of   fine   grass,   and   lined   with   hair,   principally   horse-hair.   The
number   of   eggs   is   from   five   to   seven,   usually   from   four   to   six,   excepting
those  for   the  last   brood,   which  I   have  seldom  found  to  exceed  three.   They
are   of   a   very   broad   ovate   form,   light   greenish-white,   speckled   with   dark
umber,   the   specks   larger   toward   the   greater   end.   The   male   assists   in   the
process  of  incubation,  during  which  one  of  the  birds  feeds  the  other  in  suc-

cession. At  this  time  the  male  is  often  to  be  observed  singing  on  the  top  of
a  neighbouring  bush,  low  tree,  or  fence-rail.

The   flight   of   the   Song   Sparrow  is   short,   and   much   undulated,   when   the
bird  is  high  in  the  air,  but  swifter  and  more  level  when  it  is  near  the  ground.
They  migrate  by  night,   singly  or   in  straggling  troops.   Some  of   them  remain
the   whole   winter   in   the   Middle   Districts,   where   they   are   not   unfrequently
heard   to   sing,   if   the   weather   prove   at   all   pleasant.   The   greater   part,   how-

ever, seek  the  Southern  States,  where  myriads  of  Sparrows  of  different  kinds
are   everywhere   to   be   seen   in   low   swampy   situations,   such   as   they   at   all
periods   prefer.   It   is   a   fine   plump  bird,   and   becomes   very   fat   and   juicy.   It
is   picked   up   in   great   numbers   by   the   Hen-harriers,   which   visit   us   for   the
purpose   of   feeding   on   the   different   kinds   of   Sparrows   that   resort   to   these
States   in   winter   from   the   Middle   Districts.   In   Louisiana,   they   are   frequently
seen  to  ascend  to  the  tops  of  large  trees,  and  there  continue  for  some  time
singing   their   agreeable   chant,   after   which   they   dive   again   into   the   low
bushes,  or  amongst  the  rank  weeds  which  grow  wherever  a  stream  is  to  be
found.   They   feed  on   grass-seeds,   some  berries   and  insects,   especially   grass-

hoppers, and  now  and  then  pursue  flies  on  the  wing.  On  the  ground  their
motions   are   lively.      They   continue   running   about   with   great   nimbleness



145

BROWN     SONG-FINCH.

Fringilla   cinerea,   Ginel.

PLATE   CLXXXVIII.—  Male.

Of   this   bird   I   have   received   the   following   account   from   Mr.   Nuttall:  —
"This   species,   so   much   allied   to   Fringilla   iliaca   by   its   brown   colour,   inha-

bits the  woody  districts  of  the  Columbia,  very  generally  as  far  as  the  sea-
coast,   and   continues   as   far   south   as   Upper   California.   It   is   a   somewhat
familiar   and   agreeable   songster,   mounting   some   low   bush,   and   singing,   at
intervals,   for  hours  together,  much  in  the  manner  of  the  Song  Sparrow,  but
with  a  sweeter  and  more  varied  tone.  We  heard  their  cheerful  notes  through-

out the  summer;  and  every  fine  day  in  winter  till  the  month  of  November,
particularly   in   the   morning,   their   song   was   still   continued.   The   nest   and
eggs  are  scarcely  distinguishable  from  those  of  the  Song  Sparrow,  the  former
being  chiefly   formed  of   dry  grass,   and  lined  with  finer  blades  of   the  same,
or   with   deer   hair.   They   keep   much   in   low   ground   and   alluvial   situations,
amidst  rank  weeds  and  brambles,  where  they  are  frequently  to  be  seen  hop-

ping and  searching  after  insects,  like  so  many  Wrens  or  Swamp  Sparrows,
which   they   so   much   resemble   also   in   plumage.   They   are   as   usual   very
solicitous   for   the   safety   of   their   young   or   eggs,   keeping   up   an   incessant
chirp,  and  are  nearly  the  whole  summer,  like  the  Song  Sparrow,  engaged  in
the   cares   of   breeding.   We   have   found   this   species   also   very   common   in
Upper   California.

Mr.   Townsend   speaks   of   it   as   follows:  —  "This   species   inhabits   several
hundred  miles  of  the  Platte  country  in  great  numbers,  as  well  as  the  banks  of
the   Columbia   river.   It   affects   generally   the   low   bushes   of   wormwood
{Artemisia),   from   the   summit   of   which   it   pours   forth   a   variety   of   pretty
notes.   It   appears   to   be   a   very   pugnacious   species.   Two   of   them,   probably
males,  are  often  observed  fighting  in  the  air;  the  beaten  party  goes  off  crest-

fallen, and  the  conqueror  repairs  to  the  nearest  bush,  where  he  tunes  his  pipe
to  a  lively  and  triumphant  stave  in  honour  of   his   victory.   I   again  met  with
this  bird,  though  not  plentiful,   in  June  1825,  on  the  waters  of  the  Columbia
river   near   the   mouth   of   Lewis   river.   I   never   observed   it   in   the   vicinity   of
the  lower  settlements.     The  sexes  are  almost  precisely  alike  in  plumage.

Platte   river,   North   California,   and   Columbia   river.     Common.     Migratory.
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