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The Peacock.

The peacock is one of the most magnificent of the whole
feathered creation. It was introduced into Europe from the
south of Asia more than two thousand years ago. It lves
about twenty years, and does not acquire its beautiful plu-
mage till three years of age.—See page 12,
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OF BIRDS IN GENERAL.

QuaprupEDs in their general structure have much
relation with that of man; but the structure of birds
is in most respects entirely dissimilar from both. One
obvious mark of distinction between this class of ani-
mals and the quadruped part of the creation is, that
instead of hair, birds are covered with feathers, and
these appear to be nourished and kept in order in a
different manner from the hair of animals. Lest the
feathers should spoil by exposure to the air, the bird
is furnished with a gland situated on the rump of the

animal, containing a peculiar oil, which it presses
out with its beak, and occasionally anoints its feathers.
In water-fowl, this oil is so abundant that it even im-
parts a degree of rancidity to the flesh, and we see
that their coat of feathers is rendered by it completely
water-proof.

The wings of birds are remarkably strong. The
flap of a swan’s wing would break a man’s leg, and a
similar blow from an eagle has been known to lay a
man dead in an instant.
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The sense of seeing in birds is remarkably acute,
and though they have no esternal ear, but only two
small orifices or ear-holes, yet they do not appear to
be deficient in hearing. The scent of some species
is exquisitely delicate. The voice of birds is much
louder in proportion to their size than that of other
imals; for, in fact, the bellowing of an ox is not
louder than the scream of a peacock.

The legs, the wings, the bones, and every part of
the body are much lighter, firmer, and more compact
in birds than in other creatur Their lungs are
extended all over the cavity of their body.

Carnivorous birds, like carnivorous quadrupeds,
have but one stomach, and that well calculated for
digestion, Those that feed on grain have, in addition
to the crop or stomach, where their food is moistened
or swelled, a gizzard, which is a very hard muscle,
almost cartilaginous or gristly, and which they com-
monly fill with small stones, where the food is afier-
wards ground, in order to its complete digestion,
Birds are subject to few diseases.

There are some birds which are called birds of
passage, and which by migrating make a habitation
in all parts of the earth; but in general every climate
has birds peculiar to itself.

Birds are much longer lived than quadrupeds. The
swan is said to live near three hundred years. They
are, however, greatly inferior to quadrupeds in sense
and docility.

"The rapidity with which birds move from place to
place is one remarkable circumstance attending them,
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The hawk, and many other birds, occasionally fly at
the rate, perhaps, of not less than a hundred and fifty
miles in an hour. Major Cartwright ascertained,
from repeated observation on the coast of Labrador,
that the velocity of an eider duck’s flight is ninety
miles an hour. Even the crow moves twenty-five
miles within that space of time; the swallow ninety-
two miles; and the rapidity of the swift is supposed
to be three times greater than that of the swallow. A
falcon belonging to Henry IV. of France made its
escape, and in twenty-four afterwards was found at
Malta, one thousand three hundred and fifty miles
distance; so that, as hawks do not fly by night, he
must have hourly flown nearly seventy-five miles, even
supposing him to have been immediately discovered
at Malta, and the days to have been at the longest.

B

The Ostrich.

The ostrich is a bird very anciently known, since
it is mentioned in the oldest of books. It has fur-
nished the sacred writers with some of their most
beautiful imagery; and its flesh was, even previous
to the days of Moses, apparently a common species
of food, since we find it interdicted, among other
uncleen animals, by the Jewish legislator.

The ostrich is generally considered as the largest
of birds; but its size serves to deprive it of the prin-
cipal excellence of this class of animals, the power

1*




HISTORY OF BIRDS

of flying. The medium weight of this bird may be
estimated at seventy-five or eighty pounds, a weight
which would require an immense power of wing to
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elevate into the atmosphere; and hence those birds
which approach the size of the ostrich, cannot pos-
s the faculty of flight. The head and bill of the

of aduck; the neck

se

ostrich somewhat resemble thos

may be compared to that of a swan, but is much
longer ; the legs and thighs resemble those of a hen,
though the whole appearance at a distance bears a
strong resemblance to that of a camel. It is usually
seven feet high from the top of the head to the
ground, but from the back it is only four; so that the
head and neck are above three fect long.

The plumage is generally black and white, though
some of them are said to be gray. The greatest f
thers are at the extremities of the wings and tail, and

the largest are generally white. The next row is
black and white. 'There are no feathers on

e sides,
nor yet under the wings, nor on the thighs. The
lower part of the neck is covered with small feathers
of different colors. The head and the upper part of
the neck are covered with hair. At the end of each
Imost like the quill of

wing there is a kind of spur, ¢

a porcupine. It is an inch long, of a horny sub-
stance, and hollow. There are two of these on each
wing; the largest of which is at the extremity of the
bone of the wing, and the other a foot lower. The
legs are covered before with scales. The end of the
foot is cloven, and has two very large toes.

The ostrich is found in the torrid regions of Africa
and Arabia, and in the warmest parts of South Ame-
rica. It chooses the most solitary and horrid deserts,

where there are few vegetables to clothe the surface
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of the earth, and where rain never comes to refresh it.
In these places ostriches are seen in large flocks,
which at a distance appear like a regiment of cavalry,
and have often alarmed a whole caravan. In South-
ern Africa they are exceedingly troublesome to the
farmers, as they will destroy a field of wheat so effec-
tually as not to leave a single ear behind.

The ostrich is the most voracious animal in the
world. Tt will devour grass, hair, leather, iron, stones,
or any thing that is given it. The eggs of this bird
are very large, some of them being above five inches
in diameter, and weighing above fifteen pounds. It
is a curious fact that these eggs often contain a num-
ber of small, hard, oval-shaped pebbles, about the size
of a pea, and of a yellow color. They are sometimes
set and used as buttons. They lay from thirty to
forty eggs in a season.

The plumage is considered very valuable, and the
Arabians train up their best and fleetest horses to
pursue the ostrich. As soon as the hunter com-
mences the pursuit, the silly animal, instead of going
off in a straight line, takes his course in circles, while
the hunters still make a small course within, relieve
each other, meet him at sudden turns, and continue
the pursuit for two or three days together. Atlength,
spent with fatigue and famine, he endeavors to hide
himself from his enemies by covering his head in the
sand or in a thicket.

Ostriches are sometimes bred in flocks, as they are
easily tamed. When thus domesticated, they play
and frisk about with much vivacity, and arc tractable
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and familiar with those who are acquainted with them.
The strength of the ostrich enables it sometimes to
carry a man on its back. Moore, an English travel-
ler, relates that he saw in Africa a man travelling on
anostrich. M. Adanson
saw, at the factory at Po-
dor, two ostriches, one
of which wentata speed
to have distanced the
fleetest English race-
horse, with two negroes
on its back. It is com-
mon, in villages where
the ostrich is tamed, to
see the negro children
amuse themselves by ri-
ding about on them,

0@

The Swan.

So much difference is there between this bird when
on Iand and in the water, that it can hardly be sup-
posed the same; for in the latter, no bird can possi-
bly exceed it for beauty and majestic appearance.
When it ascends from its favorite element, its motions
are awkward, and its neck stretched forward with an
air of stupidity; it has the air of being only a larger
sort of goose: but when seen smoothly gliding along
the water, displaying a thousand graceful attitudes,
and moving at pleasure without the smallest apparent
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effort, there is not a more beautiful figure in all na-
ture. It will swim faster than a man can walk.

This bird has long been rendered domestic. Its

color is entirely white, and it

twenty pounds. Under the feathers is a very thick
down, which is made an article of commerce, for
purposes of both use and ornament.

This beautiful bird is as delicate in its appetites as
it is elegant in its form. Tts chief food is corn, bread,
herbs growing in the water, and roots and seeds,
whi are found near the margin. At the time of
incubation, it prepares a nest in some retired part of
the bank, composing it of water plants, long grass,

and sticks: the male assist in forming it with great
assiduity. The swan lays seven or eight white eggs,
one every other day, much larger than those of a
goose, with a hard shell. It sits six weeks before its
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young are excluded ; which are ash-colored when they
first leave the shell, and for some months after. It is
not a little dangerous to approach the old ones, when
their litle families are feeding among them; their
fears as well as their pride seem to take the alarm,
and when in danger, the old birds carry off the young
ones on their backs. A female has been known to
attack and drown a fox, which was swimming to-
wards her nest : they can throw down and trample on
youths of fifteen or sixteen. It is long lived; having
been known to live a hundred years.
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The Spoonbill.

The spoonbill of Europe is white; but the Ameri-
can spoonbill is of a beautiful reddish color. Its
name is derived
from itsbill,which
is six inches or
more in length,
and of the shape
of a spoon. Their
chief food is fish,
which they often
take from other
birds in the man-
ner of the bald ea-
gle. They also destroy frogs and snakes in great
numbers, for which purpose their bills are admirably
adapted. They are much prized in some places on
this account,
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The Peacock.

To describe in adequate terms, the dazzling beau-
ties of this elegant bird, would be a task of no small

difficulty. Tts head is adorned with a tuft, consisting
of twenty-four feathers, painted with the most exqui
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site green, mixed with gold : the head, throat, neck
and breast are of a deep blue, glossed with green and
gold; the wings are of a reddish brown, as are also
the quills, some of which are variegated with black
and green; but the distinguishing character of this
singular bird is its train, which rises just above the
tail, and, when erected, forms a fan of the most re.-
splendent hues: the two middle feathers are some-
times four feet and a half long, the others gradually
diminishing on each side : the shafts, white, and fur-
nished from their origin nearly to the end with parted
filaments of varying colors ending in a flat vane,
which is decorated with what s called the eye. The
real tail consists of short, stiff, brown feathers, which
serve as a support to the train. When pleased or
delighted, and in sight of his females, the peacock
erects his train, and displays all the majesty of his
beauty: all his movements are full of dignity; his
head and neck bend nobly back; his pace is slow
and solemn, and he frequently turns slowly and grace-
fully around, as if to catch the sunbeams in every
direction, and produce new colors of inconceivable
richness and beauty, accompanied at the same time
Jwith a hollow murmuring voice expressive of desire.
The cry of the peacock, at other times, is often re-
peated and very disagreeable.

The peacock has in some countries been esteemed
as an article of luxury; but whatever there may be
of delicacy in the flesh of a young peacock, it is
certain an old one is very indifferent eating. Pea-
cocks were highly esteemed by the Romans, and the
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