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with me t h a t we should express in our m i n u t e s
t h e sense of the great loss which t h e Club has
sustained in M r Spence's d e a t h , a n d t h a t t h e secretary, M r Yeats, should be asked to send a n
extract thereof t o M r s S p e n c e a n d f a m i l y . "
T h e Chairman's suggestion was u n a n i m o u s l y
adopted, and on the proposal of M r G r a n t , it
was also agreed t h a t M r Hossack's s t a t e m e n t
should be embodied in a n d form p a r t of t h e
m i n u t e of t h e meeting.
NEW MEMBERS.

T H E H A B I T S A N D CUSTOMS OF T H E
COMMON ROOK.
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The President then read an interesting communication from Mr J a m e s Moir, M.A., The Firs, Kinharrachie, Ellon, on the " Habits and Customs of
the Common Rook," as follows : —
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Mr Alexander Colville, Banff Castle, was a d m i t t e d
a member of the Club, and Mr Scott, M.A., Hilton,
was nominated for election at next meeting.
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The following p a p e r is somewhat o u t of t h e
usual track of the Banffshire Field Club, a n d its
t r e a t m e n t may be, like a little-used hill road,
. r a t h e r rough and devious. I t is, however, t h e
result of long observation, and t h e s t a t e m e n t s
in it may be held as correct, t h o u g h t h e deductions and inferences m a y sometimes be o p e n t o
question.
T h e scientific name of the R o o k is " C o r v u s
frugilegus.
F r o m the L a t i n " c o r v u s , " we have
our Buchan " C o r b i e . "
F r o m t h e Swedish
"Roka,"our" r o o k , "and f r o m t h e G e r m a n
"Krahe," our
Craw " ; t h o u g h we t h i n k t h e
name
Craw
was not " made in G e r m a n y , "
b u t had a native origin f r o m t h e b i r d ' s familiar
cry, " Caw ' — " C r a w . "
T h e J a c k d a w has a
somewhat similar cry, a little Englified, p e r h a p s ,
and in B u c h a n he goes b y t h e n a m e of a " K a e . "
T h e Crow is always with us, like t h e poor, a n d
we t h i n k we k n o w all a b o u t him ; b u t this is
n o t t h e case. T h e p u r p o s e of t h e p r e s e n t p a p e r
is t o show t h a t t h e Crow in his life and h a b i t s
has characteristics very little k n o w n t o o r d i n a r y
casual observers.
T h e w r i t e r was, for some
t h i r t y years, on what m a y b e called familiar
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terms with several members of the Crow family,
and in that time had opportunities for observation which very few possess.
The rook's specific name, " frugilegus," is
misleading and defamatory. The rook is neither
a pure-and-simple grain-gatherer, nor is he a
pure grain-eater, though, like an English parson,
he likes his tithes of grain at the proper season.
Rooks have been declared grain-eaters, and
nothing else, because undigested corns were
found in their crops days after they had been
shot. When they fell victims to the scientist's
gun, they, probably, had in their crops a goodly
assortment of animal food, which entirely disappeared through natural decay in the course of
transit.
.
If rooks are grain-gatherers from predilection,
one ought to watch them during seed-time, and
find out if it is so. When, the sowing-machine
is at work scattering the grain broadcast over
the ground, it is rare indeed to see even a single
crow following up and picking up the seeds,
though on the next rig scores of them may be
observed keeping close to the harrows, and
eagerly devouring any grubs and slugs and worms
that may be turned up. On. only one occasion
have I seen a flock of crows immediately following the sowing-machine and undoubtedly feeding on the seed ; and this was last spring, on the
farm of Shethin, Tarves, when the poor rooks
were driven to desperation by the incessant assaults on their Haddo House rookeries by the
estate farmers and others, and had to make a
hurried meal to get back t o their eggs and
starving young brood. The crow is evidently a
grain-gatherer and eater in the early days of
harvest, when the stunted corn is prematurely
ripening on rocky and sandy knolls and the
margins of the fields; but what is cut down and
destroyed by them would generally have been
otherwise lost before the reaper could have been
used. W e sometimes again find the rooks, in
case of a late spring snowstorm, laboriously
tossing aside the snow and trenching over the
soil to get at the seed below; but in this case
the damage done is generally more apparent than
real, as it is seldom found necessary to re-sow
the trenched ridges. Rooks are sometimes, in a
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severe winter or frosty spring, rather destructive
to outstanding ricks, by stripping the thatch
and carrying off a deal of both straw and grain,
and scattering the straw all over the fields.
Does the rook shell his grain, or bolt it husks and
all? That depends on circumstances. If he is not in
a hurry to be off, and not liable to interruption,
he shells every grain as neatly and expeditiously
as does a sparrow. The sparrow, however, uses
his mandibles only in the process, while the rook
puts down his toes on the seeds to hold them
fast, and husks them with his bill in a twinkling.
I fancy I have had more intimate acquaintance
with crows individually than most persons.
Though some six miles from the nearest rookery,
for eleven years I was daily on terms of
familiarity—I might almost say on more than
speaking terms—with not a few of them. They
were at first attracted to the school-playground
by the fragments of bread dropped by the
children when at play, and on Saturdays and
Sundays I kept up the attraction by liberal
supplies. During severe winters I gave them a
special feed every day, and in this way I never
failed of daily visits, and we became great
friends. Some of them were so tame that they
would caw lustily till I came out to receive them,
and, if the cat was not at my heels, they would
almost eat out of my hand. (Though I live now
within a mile of an extensive rookery, I have
not managed yet to gain the friendship of a
single crow.)
In the snowy and very frosty
winter of some five years ago, I tried the feeding system, but though I had regular visits from
crows, and starlings, blackbirds, mavises, robins,
and a few sparrows, they all deserted me when
the weather got milder.
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To find out what sort of food rooks really
preferred, I tried them with everything I could
find in the pantry, and I soon saw that they were
almost omnivorous, for nothing seemed to come
amiss. Oaten cakes and loaf bread, and every
kind of cheese, whether hard or soft, Scotch,
English, Dutch, or American, were special
favourites, and scraps of fat pork—salted or
otherwise—mutton, beef, and suet were looked
on as dainties and greedily devoured.
From what I frequently saw at feeding time,
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I came to believe that rooks are gifted with considerable reasoning powers.
When a quantity
of cheese or beef or such-like, in lumps of
various sizes, was thrown down to them, I saw
that Master Rook, like a greedy little boy, invariably pounced upon the largest pieces; but,
when he found them too big to be swallowed, he
commenced packing them at the top of his beak
for transport. The big lumps in that position
made his bill gape so widely at the tip that he
was unable to pick up any of the smaller pieces.
Seeing the fix he was in, he regularly dropped the
whole lot and began stowing away again, but in
the reverse order, with the result that the mouth
was completely and satisfactorily filled. No
person could have reasoned out the matter more
scientifically. W h a t struck me as very strange
was that the crow never learned wisdom from
experience; for time and again the same procedure was gone through, and with the same
result—first failure, then success. Greed, every
time at the start, seemed to overcome the crows
judgment, and it was only failure that brought
back to his memory its former cause and cure,
or led him to reason, out the matter anew on
exactly the same lines. The brain-pan of the
crow is comparatively large and well developed,
and we would infer from this that his brains are
in proportion. But, perhaps, the size and weight
of his head may give him assistance in picking
and digging and trenching with his bill, in the
same way as the immense bony head of the
toucan helps him in his feeding. As a proof of
the intelligence of crows we find the following
recorded : —" They have been observed to avoid
with peculiar caution trees which are decaying
or likely soon to be blown over—perhaps, however, on account of the state of their twigs—and
trees that are marked on the trunk for cutting
down." W e can credit the first statement, for
every bird-nesting schoolboy knows he can pretty
safely trust himself on the top of a nest-occupied
fir tree ; but if the second statement be correct,
we must give the rooks credit for more intelligent
observation and greater deductive power than
we are willing to allow them to possess. We have
noticed, however, that when several trees are
cut down in any part of a rookery, the rooks
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very often give up nesting in all the trees in the
immediate neighbourhood, whether they are
marked for cutting or not.
All of us must have seen, and even farmers
admired the diligence of rooks in turning over
the sods on a newly-rolled corn field, to get at
the living vermin below, and how deftly they
turn over with their bills the lighter bits of turf
like ancient labourers turning out divots with
" f l a u g h t e r " spades, and how, as if engaged in
a tug-of-war competition, they pull, and back,
and wrestle with the more obstinate and heavier
sods, till the whole field is napped over like a
cosy English blanket.
Their industry in this
respect is very advantageous to farmers; for
how seldom do we see grub-eaten fields of corn
in the neighbourhood of a big rookery.
But few persons have noticed that rooks make
caches of their own, and bury in the ground any
bone or piece of provision that they are unable
at once or at the time to consume. A t first I
thought, when, I saw my one special crow loading
his bill with food and flying away with it, that
he was merely carrying it off t o consume it somewhere else at his leisure; but by closer observation and by watching his movements I discovered
that he carried it away to bury it—to put it, like
a thrifty fellow, into a local bank on deposit,
knowing that he could fall back on it in a time
of necessity, when he would get his own again
with interest in the shape of grubs and worms,
his bank being the adjoining moss or the adjacent fields. I noticed that before choosing a
place for his cache he invariably made a regular
reconnaissance by taking a wide circular observation on the wing to make sure that no spies or
enemies were on the outlook. Having satisfied
himself on this point, and having while on the
wing selected a suitable hiding-place, he alighted,
deposited his treasure, and carefully covered it
with sods and withered grass so neatly that no
after-prowler could either see or smell it.
I
never saw him make two consecutive deposits in
the same place, but his banks-of-deposit were
always widely apart. Though I never saw him
uplifting his treasures, I several times saw a
lurking thief that had escaped observation make
for the newly-made cache and eat or carry off
the contents.
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W e have all heard the expression, " as black
as a crow." But all crows are not black. Some
of them are found absolutely white. In one of
his delightful letters in the History of Selborne,
Gilbert White w r i t e s : — " A gentleman in this
neighbourhood had two milk-white rooks in one
nest. A booby of a carter, finding them before
they were able to fly, threw them down and
destroyed them, to the regret of the owner, who
would have been glad to have preserved such a
curiosity in his rookery. I saw the birds myself
nailed against the end of a barn, and was surprised t o find t h a t their bills, legs, feet, and
claws, were milk-white." I n a note on this, s i r
William Jardine remarks, " T h e common rook
("corvus frugilegus ") seems to be more subject
to a white variation than its other British congeners.
Species entirely white are not often
seen, but individuals, with parts of the wings
and tail pure white, occur in almost every
rookery " A creamy-white one was once caught
near Haddo House (Wilson). Strangely enough,
almost all of my daily familiar friends were
more or less pied, with white tufts on their wings
or tails, or white spots on their bodies. I had
one occasional visitor with two broad bars of
white along the wings and parallel to the body,
and another with the tips of both wings as white
as snow. Both had a very bizarre appearance
(I had also frequent visits from a sparrow with
a milk-white head). I don't think all my piebald crows had always been so, but that some
of them at least, at one time or another, had come
to grief from the farmers' guns, and that where
the pellets made wounds the new feathers had
come in white, as we see is often the case with
the broken knees or frayed shoulders of a horse,
or with a cut human scalp where white hairs generally take the place of coloured ones.
These spotted rooks, being, as we say in
Buchan, " henspeckled," either from a freak of
nature or in consequence of an accident, were
either looked down upon by their dusky
brethren, or cast out from rook society to live
as hermits or as wandering Egyptians.
I
used to call my crow visitors " old bachelors, '
and I suppose I was not far wrong. I called them
" old," because all the feathers were rubbed off
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round the top of the beak with a long life of
digging and trenching for a livelihood; and I
called them " b a c h e l o r s " because they showed
no exhilaration of spirit about nesting time, and
never brought with them any clamorous
youngsters, and generally showed a good deal of
self-assertion.
It is said " t h e r e is honour among thieves,"
and a Scotch proverb runs, " Corbies dinna pick
out corbies' een." But though crows are arrant
thieves, there is at times little honour among
them, for at nesting time they have little regard
for even their nearest associated neighbours, but
plunder their property when they get a chance.
The following is from "Howitt's Pictorial
Calendar of the Seasons:—"The rookery is now
all in motion with the pleasing labour of building and repairing nests. It is highly amusing to
observe the tricks and artifices of this thievish
tribe in defending or plundering the materials
of their new habitations. A society with such a
licence of theft one would imagine could not
possibly subsist; and that they are sometimes
obliged to interpose the public will, to control
the private dispositions of individuals, is shown
in the following story. There was once in a
rookery a pair of birds, who, in the building
time, instead of going out in search of materials,
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plundered every unguarded n e s t ; thus building
their own habitation by contributions levied
upon the industry of their neighbours. This had
continued some time, and the robbers had
hitherto escaped with impunity ; their 'nest was
just finished, when the rest of the society, by
common consent, made an attack on the depredators, beat them soundly, demolished their nest,
and expelled them ignominiously from the
rookery.
Rooks begin nesting, year after year, in the
same locality, much about the same time, except
the weather is exceptionally good or bad. But,
in the same season, they do not all start building
at the same time. The valley of the Y t h a n is
certainly milder than the parish of New D e e r ;
yet the crows, in the extensive rookery at Esslemont, were one year at least some ten days
later in beginning nesting than the crows in the
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few straggling and shelterless trees at Mains of
Artamford.
White gives the earliest and latest dates of
rooks resorting to their nests as January 10th
and February 11th.
Marwick gives only one
date—January 23rd. Our northern dates are, as
may be expected, much later. Here (Ellon), in
1897, the rooks did not resort to their nests
during the day for building purposes till the
7th M a r c h ; and in 1895, not till the 17th March.
I t is noticeable that they sometimes resort to
their old nests for a few days in autumn or early
winter. White mentions this conduct of rooks
during, as he says, " dark, still, dry, warm
weather, occasionally happening in the winter
months."
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" Sooth'd by the genial warmth, the cawing rook
Anticipates the spring, selects her mate,
Haunts the tall nest-trees, and with sedulous care
Repairs her wicker eyrie, tempest torn."
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Knapp, in his " J o u r n a l of a Naturalist,"
alludes to the same occurrence.
" The rook
entices its young from the breeding trees, as
soon as they can flutter to any other. These
young, for a few evenings after their flight, will
return with their parents, and roost where they
were b r e d ; but they soon quit their abode, and
remain absent the whole of the summer months.
As soon, however, as the heat of summer is subdued, and the air of autumn felt, they return
and visit their forsaken habitations, and some
few of them even commence the repair of their
shattered nests, but this meeting is very differently conducted from that in the spring; their
voices have now a mellowness approaching to
musical, with little admixture of that harsh and
noisy contention so distracting at the former
season, and seems more like a grave consultation
upon future procedure ; and as winter approaches
they depart for some other place. The object
of this meeting is unknown; nor are we aware
that any other bird revisits the nest it has once
forsaken." Starlings certainly do so. For years
they built regularly in my chimney cans; but
they have not done BO for the past two seasons;
yet, for all that, they have kept up their annual
autumn visits, and set about cleaning out their
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abandoned nests, much to the disfigurement of
my greenhouse roof. K n a p p is mistaken in his
general statement that the young rooks soon
quit their birth-places and remain absent during
the whole of the summer months. I t is, however,
true in some instances, as I have seen. Within
the last few years several new rookeries have
been started at some distance from the old one,
and young broods successfully reared; but all
the rooks desert these new settlements during
summer and winter, and regularly roost at night
in the old ones, probably for the sake of society,
and comparative safety in numbers.
The eccentric movements of rooks are very
curious and interesting, but cannot be satisfactorily explained. One night the inhabitants of
the rookery come drowsily home in the evening
in flocks, and after a short commotion and cawing all settle down quietly for the night. Next
night, perhaps, they will gyrate over their roosting-places, and make a fearful hubbub for hours
together till far into the night. Some nights,
instead of going directly to the wood, they will
settle down on a field before my door. If they
settle down in a circular crowd, they become
very demonstrative and noisy indeed; and it
looks as if they were holding an out-door meeting to discuss some important public question,
and every rook trying his utmost to force homo
his views and arguments on his neighbour. Here
this sort of assembly is called a " Craw Parliament." An anti-Gladstonian would be apt to
call it an " Irish' Parliament." Sometimes they
settle down in a long narrow, straight row from
one side of the field to the other, like soldiers jn
extended line waiting for the enemy.
Then
they are very silent and motionless, unless when,
an orderly or sergeant shifts his position to
whisper an order into the ears of another further
along the line.
At apparently a silent signal
they rise simultaneously, and move off to the
main camp. If a flock of crows, on their outward or homeward journey, spread themselves
all over the field and begin digging, each on his
own account, it is regarded as a sign of an approaching storm.
As the saying goes, " The
crows are houkin, and we may look out for rain."
I cannot verify this popular prognostication,
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though there is probably some truth in it.
When crows are said to be "seeking wind," their
evolutions are wild and eccentric in the extreme.
All of a sudden a whole flock seems to go mad.
Upwards and downwards they dart, and gyrate,
and tumble, and individually swoop down with
the rapidity of arrows from the bow, with quite
an alarming rush and roar.
After a peculiar
and unusual cry they soar aloft, and again go
through the same dance. Their noisy and startling whoop in their rapid descent is very much
like what a boy produces by rapidly whirling a
flat, notched stick round his head, and very like
the well-known boom of the snipe when he makes
a swoop downwards. Probably, in their flight,
the rooks come unexpectedly into air of a higher
or lower temperature, or into a different current
of air, and find their bodily and mental equilibrium suddenly disturbed, so that they cannot
refrain from making a demonstration over their
discovery.
Virgil, in the Georgics, has noted
this eccentricity of crows, as one of the signs of
a coming storm: —
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" E t e pastil decedeus agmine magno
Corvorum increpuit densis exercitus alis."
No description could be happier than this.
" Increpuit " exactly defines the nature of the
downward swoop, and the phrase "densis alia"
gives, as far as we know, the proper explanation
of the cause of the peculiar sound produced.
Dryden's translation of the passage is neither
forcible nor accurate: —

" Huge flocks of rising rooks forsake their food,
And, crying, seek the shelter of the wood."
H e had, probably, no conception of the real
meaning of what he was translating, but was
n'ore concerned about turning a smooth couplet.
The familiar boom of the snipe is due also to the
" densis alis," for he never booms unless on the
downward flight, when his wings are closely
pressed to his body. As we have introduced
Virgil, we may conclude our paper with a crowlegend of ancient Roman history.
A crow, we are told, did good service to a
Roman youth, M. Valerius, when engaged in
single combat with a sturdy Gaul on the Volscian
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plains, 349 B.C. " M . Valerius, by the side of the
huge Gaul, looked a mere stripling.
A t the
beginning of the combat (wonderful to tell), a
crow lighted upon his h e l m e t ; and, as they
fought, the bird confounded the Gaul by flying
in his face and flapping its wings before his eyes,
so that he fell an easy conquest t o the young
Roman. Hence M. Valerius was ever known by
the name of Corvus, and his descendants after
him."—(Liddell).
The Valeria gens ever after strongly advocated
the rights of the plebians; the Corvus family,
perhaps, haying a lively and grateful recollection
of the service once done t o them by a humble
and despised plebian crow.
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The paper was much enjoyed, and the Secretary
was instructed tn convey the thanks of the meeting
to Mr Moir for his welcome contribution. A vote
of thanks to the President for presiding and reading the paper brought the meeting to a close.

