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NOTES ON THE INVASION OF NEW ENGLAND
AND OTHER ATLANTIC STATES BY THE
NORTHERN SHRIKE DURING THE WINTER
OF 1926-27!

BY CHARLES B. FLOYD

Tur occupntion of New England by the Northern Shrike
(Lanius borealix) during the winter of 1926-27, was so pro-
nounced and widespread that I have attempted to obtain
from the members of the Northeastern Bird-Banding Asso-
cintion and a few banders in the coast States between New
England and Virginin information conneeted with their stay
that would throw light upon the enuse of theéir coming and
wrhupe alwo produee data of interest concerning their habity
i this portion of their winter range,

Bird-bunding  has  established  many  widely  distributed
observers in New Englund and the Maritime Provinees, who,
purtieulnely in the winter season, minke daily observations on
the happenings nt banding stations,  ‘They, therefore, were
“able in response to n questionnaire sent them in March to
furnish data regarding the number of Northern Shrikes
present about their stations during this last invasion.  Over
three hundred and thirty questionnaires were mailed, and
replies were received to over one half of them.  In addition
to these replies, I had the privilege of examining all of the cor-
respondence sent to K, H. Forbush last winter by his regular
observers, which was considerable and which contained no
little amount of helpful information?,

The records of one of the oldest observers, now a member
of the Northeastern Bird-Banding  Associntion, Charles J,
Maynurd, dating baek to the year 1866, show that during the
winter of 1866 07 there was o pronouneed influx of Northern
Shreikes,  He statex that enrly in October Redpolls and
Shrikes were common in Maine and were nhundant in Maussa-
chusetts nomonth lnter, AU ireegnlnre intervals xinee that date
mblished records show that New Fuglond has been-similarly
mvaded by this xpecies periodienlly,  During some winter
sensonn they nre seldom ween, but thux fur no katisfaetory
explanntion for thik flaetontion in mambers has bheen offered,
l-;"l,l;l'llll, ennentinlly dn its prescnt form, before the Nuttad) Oengthologiest Club on \lu; ;.’,

M replying to the questionimre olmervers genernlly did not, anfortunately, nttompt to
wepurnte the Ngrant Shietke (Lavsun |, Qudoesevinny (6o bors alia.
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Shrikes have heen noted in unusual numbers during the winter
just passed (1926.27) in Maine, New Hampshire, Veront,
Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Conneeticut, New York, and
New Jersey, o the Provinee of Quehee they were present
in the usunl-numbers,  Robie W, Tafts reports from Wolf-
ville, Novn Seotin, on December 17th that they were un-
usttalty plentiful in that section of the Provinee,  Towever,
it should he nated that while severnl handers pepiort them
unusually abundant, others in the same State and county
‘merely noted an oceasional hird.

The first Shrike of which T have record during the past
winter season was seen in Massachusetts on October 28th by
A AL Cross in Huntington, whereas the speeies was observed
in Conneeticut a week earlier, October 21st, at the Bird-
craft Sanetuary, Iaicficld, and was reported by Warden Frank
Novak. The date of last appearance in Massachusetts s
April 1th. Charles J. Maynard, of West Newton, writes
that according to his records the average final date of their
stay in this State s April 100,

Only two records of the Migrant Shrike were received,- -
the first on December 8 1926, from Dr, Alexander Wetmaore
in Maryland, a rare occurrenee in that State, and one from
S, Gilbert Emilio, of Danvers, Massachusetts, The datter
observation was made o September st and Hth and again on
Mareh 26th in Exsex County, Mussuchusetts,  The ek of
records of ‘this speciex which is ravely found in New Bngland
is, of course, not sureprising, for it v diffienlt positively (o
identify it unless the birds are in hand.

Most of the answerers report only one Shreike to o given
loeality, but if that one was destroved, another often took its
place.  Only oceasionally was there more than one Shrike
noted about a banding station at a time, and the appearance
of asecond one adter the first was shot generally oceurred whepe
there was a coneentration of smaller birds,

Observers oceasionally witnessed the capture of small hivds
by this species which were captured both inside traps and
about banding stations.  Five observers report witnessing
the eapture of Tree Sparrows;  three of Fox, Song, and
White-throated Sparrows (one of each species); two of the
Junco and Purple Fineh, while three persons saw the (‘hick-
adee captured.  These make a total of fourteen species and
twenty-six - individuals of vesidents or winter visitors that.
fell vietims to the Shrike. To the list of species known to
have been captured may also be added the Horned Lark and
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Huiry anlpm-l\c'r ! possibly the Rosy Fineh? and the White
winged Crosshill,?

The following tnble <hows the namber of Persons xecing
variongs species of hivds destroved ontside of the traps:

Noesnkn or Prisoss Wirsessiso ene Winoisa ov rae

Fnglinhy Sparrow Nitwteen
Neng Spurrow Twor
I'yee Spurrow . Fonr
White-thronted Spurrow: e
Ion Npurrow . . . One
Readpoll . . . . Two
Gaoldtineh o S o Oy
Chickudee . o . - Four
Ntarling L . . One
Myetle Warbler o - Four
Juneo L Lo Iour
Ih»l»m o . One
Golden-erowned I\muh-l L One

several reports are at hand of unsuecessful attempts to
eapture White-breasted Nuthatehes, English Sparrows, Downy
Woodpeekers, ete. In several eases where a Shrike pursoacd
Nuthatches, the latter eseaped eapture by entering o hole in
a tree or ononesting-box.  The Downy Womdpecker often
out-nunanavred its pursuer by constantly turning and
dodgimg in the niv yather than by ying away in oan attenpt
to eseape by speed, s do almost all the other soalb Birds,
Pwiee this winterd have personalls wateled s Sheihe attenpl
to cupture a0 Downy Woodpeeher from above,  Faely tinge
it the Nlmlw u\\m;]wcl to strike the Bivd, the Downoy tarned
quickly in the aie at o sharp angle, the Shrike overhooting
s I!l.'ll'l\. It then turned swith muels more effort than the
Woodpeeker, and again took up the pursuit, So Jong s they
were inosight and 1 osow the Shrike swoop a0 nomber of
times  the Woodpeeher continued on its way apparently
unafraid, and dodged each attack with case, N condensation
of reports sent in shows that almost invariably the Shrike
seizes its vietim from above, sceuring a firtm hold and bearing
the unfortunate hird to the ground. where repeated blows on
the base of the skull or region of the nape soon kill it. The
Shrike then often flies to a convenient nearhy perch, where
it survevs its Kill, and i there are <tll signs of Life, it onee
more deseends and peeks violently at the head. When the

Canentn, B, The uk, Vol NANVIL 1020, 1 T8
SWarren, 1o WL The Lk, Mol N NVTE Apead 1410, . 1A,
sSlerey, 3 The buk, Vol N NIV, Apssl B0OT, o, 12w,
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victim is despatched, it is carried to a tree or shrub where
it can be securely lodged or impaled.! .

Opinions differ widely as to the comparative ability of the
Shrike and the Hawk as destrovers of birds. It is certain
that this species has not the skill in capturing birds possessed
by the Cooper’s or Sharp-shinned Hawk or the Goshawk.

The Shrike has two methods of attack. The first is a
rapid, unexpected swoop downward upon the intended
vietim from a perch, If this is not successful, the Shrike
returng o its favorite post and waits for the excitement
caused by its presence to subside and then launches an nttack
upon another bird.  The other method 8 an out-nnd-out
chase, which may prove suecessful, My personal belief is
that the Shrike, while a-rapid flver, eannot twm and dodge
in the air, thicket, or hedge, ax readily as the smaller hirds
on which it feeds. Surprise and ferocity are the chief fea-
tures of its attack. Observers have noted that many such
pursuits are unsuccessful, the pursued outmanauvring the
pursuer and eseaping by dodging or seeking refuge in a hole,
thicket, or almost any haven that can be reached in time,

The question was asked whether or not the Shrike earried
its prey in its bill or elaws.  The following are the replies to
that question: : ,

Persona obrerving the use of bill in earrying prey--Thirteen
Persong observing. the use of claws in earrying prey--Seven
Persons obrerving  the use of both in earrying prey-Three

During the six months from October to April, sixty-two
Shrikes were reported destroyed by banders, while cight were
banded and released.

Northern Shrikes are particularly destruetive and annoying
about a feeding or banding station2.  Their andaeity is well
known.  They do not hesitate to seize a bird newly banded
when it flies from the bander’s hand, and they enter a trap,
barn, room, or hen-house with absolute unconeern when
birds or miee are seen there.  In the trap they kill all the
birds there before considering how they may eseape or pausing
to eat. A Shrike that was seen to enter an eleetrie-car barn
in pursuit of an English Sparrow killed all the Sparrows in the
harn, without thought of itself or pausing to eat any of its
victims,  Another Shrike chased an English Sparvow into a

Sec Bird-Lore, Vol. X X, Nov.-Dee., 1915, p. 401, “Where the North Wind Blows,”
by A AL Allen,

Wonsen, 3. K. The Auk, Vol. X1, April, 1023, p. 333,
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barn, where the bird, terror-stricken, erawled into a ereviee,
The Shrike was unable to reach its vietim, but remained all
~day -in the harn before abandoning the chase,

When intent upou tlu- capture of its next meal, the Shrike
loses all sense of fear of man.  Mrs, Richard B. Harding
writes that at her Ntnlinn in Cohasset, Massachusetts, a
Shrike dropped upon o trap in which there were other birds,
and attempted to effeet an entrance,  [ts movements terrified
the imprisoned birds, and although Mes, Harding endeavored
to drive it away by approaching the hird closely and shouting
at it, the Shrike would not leave the immediate vieinty.
When she went letek into the house, the Shrike instantly re-
turned 1o the top of the trap, and only atter <she securel o
broom and actually straek ar the intender several times, did
it give up and abandon the premises,

Me<. NP Richimond, of North Middleborough, states that
carly one morning her attention was ealled to her feeding-<helf
by the alarmed enlls of a group of Chickadees. She savs:
“I rushed to the window-tray, and as I neared it, the Shrike
flow to a rose branch within two and a half feet of my faee,
It sat there ealmly, regardless of the fact that T made o pass
at the bird and tried to seare it by sereaming.  The bird did
not move until T went owtside and flourished a towel, then
fiving only a few vards to an eleetrie-light wire.  Later on
another eame to the same plae e, (h wing away the Chickadees
which were feeding at the tray.

Coneerning the destruetiveness of Shrike at a bhanding
station, Laurence B. Fleteher writes: At my station at
Cohasset, a Shrike eame into an apple tree just over a trap
in which there were three Juneos and one Tree Sparrow in
the second division of the trap. The Shrike then landed on the
top of the trap, greatly frightening the birds,  When the
shrike found it could not veach them. it withont hesitation
entered the teap through the door, going direetly into the
division which contained the birds and killed them, one after
another, by pecking them on the head.  After this was done,
the Shrike realized that it was trapped and tried to escape hy
climbing about the trap as other birds do. There was no
cevidence that the Shrike attempted to eat any of the birds""

Small birds often remain motionless or “freeze’™ when a
Shrike is seen, as they do at the presenee of a Hawk, and they
thus eseape capture,

It s suggested in a communieation from Miss Harriet Flagg,
of Npringlicld, Massachusetts, who observed a Shrike kil «
sparrow and fasten it in a lilae bush by forcing one leg under
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a twig, that this bird did not spend all its time in search of
prev.  She writes, “I saw a Shrike fly and run after a dry
leaf which was blown about by the wind.  The bird scemed
to be playing with it.”

Arthur Morley, of Swampseott, Massachusetts, who kept
a Shrike in eaptivity four davs, fed it on the remains of five
birds previously killed by the Shrike in a trap.  All parts-of
the five birds were eaten exeept the wings, bill, and tarsi,
The skull was also hroken up and swallowed, so that nothing
remained except as noted. Some time after a meal the
Shrike would ejeet several pellets which measured from half
an inch long to one and one-cighth inches,  They averaged
three-cighths of an inch in diameter.!

This interesting obervation is confirmed by Robert K,
Smith, of Westfield, Massachusetts, who observed a Shrike
kill and eat a Tree Sparrow within fifty feet of his study
window, The Shrike oceupied *an hour or so” in completing
its meal, and when it had finished, nothing remained but the
wings and =ome fine breast feathers, while among them was a
pellet similar in appearance to those disgorged by a Hawk or
Owl. v .

It has been suggested that the movements of Shrikes
coimeide to a considerable extent with a similar movement of
species upon which they prey in winter-time, particularly the
Redpoll and the Niskin, and that they follow flocks of these
birds into New England and farther south, 1o order to test
these theories, 1 have subjeeted the data available to eareful |
studyv.  There are many references seattered through the
literature regarding the bird population in New  England
during the winter season, hut the Christmas eensuses published
in RBird-Lore furnmish the most sustained available information.
Summed up. there appears to bhe little to support the view
that the invasions by Shrikes coincide with the movements
into New England of Redpolls, Siskins, or other northern
species, in numbers, as will be seen by the following table:—

1911 Redpolls very abundant.  Crosshills and Shrikes rare.  Snow
Buntings in usual numbers.  Shrikes generally searce.

1914 Redpolls and Crosshills searce, Sisking very abundant,  Shrikes
usually well distributed.

1915 Redpolls, Crossbills, and Siskins rare.  Shrikes searee,
1917 Redpolls and northern birds generally abundant.  Shrikes rare.
1918 Redpolls and northern hirds rare.  Shrikes abundant.

Floyl. C. B, The Auk, Vol. XL, July, 1923, pp. 542-543.
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1920 Redpolls, Siskins, and Crosshilla unusually abundant.  Shrikes
rare. ‘

1022 Redpolls few, all northern species searce.  Shrikes very abundant.

1927 Redpolls and Sisking searce.  Shrikes numerous.

It will be noted that only in 1914 was a visitor from the
North (the Siskin) present i nuntbers as well as Shrikes, an’
accordance too infrequent to be judged as other than a
coineidence in the face of several seasons in which the appear-
ance of Shrikes in large numbers was without an influx of
Redpolls, Risking, ete., as an abundant accompaniment. I
have also been unable to link up the presence here of the
Great Horned Owl and the Goshawk in winter with the
presenee of Shrikes, Redpolls, and Siskins,

Comparatively few persons appear to have heard the hird
sing and know from experience the beanty of the song.  The
cearliest date on which the song was heard is October 21st in
Connecticut at the Birderaft Sanctuary in Fairfield.  Warden
Frank Novak reported the observation. It may be that the
warim weather on this date encouraged the singer, for no
sorg records were reported during November, December, or
January until the 30th of the last named month.  During
IFebruary and Mareh, from Conneeticut to Maine, the song
wis heard on various dates. L. Mel. Terrill in Montreal,
Canada, heard them sing on the 13th of February, and writes
that by April 4th they were in full song. By far the greater
number of persons returning the questionnaire did not hear
the Shrike sing at all. A statement comes from Rudyvard
Bolton of the American Muscum of Natural History that he
- heard thewr “eall notes™ on December 27th, but no song.

One of the indireet benefits that ean be eredited 1o English
Sparrows is that they comprise a large part of the food on
which the Shrike subsists during the cold months when
wintering in New England, and beeanse of the abundanee of
this Sparrow, the mortality among other and more useful
species is undoubtedly lessened,

During the warmer days, even in winter time, when con-
siderable bare ground exists, this species returns to its normal
food-supply, which consists of small rodents and inseets,

Auburndale, Massachusetts
July, 1927




