/ /

| AMERICAN MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY
rs
I'he

Bird Rock Group

BY
Frank M. Ch;lpm;m

M

SUPPLEMENT TO AMERICAN MUSEUM JOURNAL
VOL. I, NO. 11, OCTOBER, 1901







- ———

BIRD ROCK FROM THE SOUTHWEST.

Distant about one half a mile.

(From ** Bird Studies with a Camera,” by permission of D). Appleton & Co.)
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A DESCRIPTION OF THE BIRD ROCK GROUP ON
EXHIBITION IN THE AMERICAN MUSEUM OF
NATURAL HISTORY, REPRESENTING A POR-
TION OF A “* BIRD ISLAND " OF THE NORTH AT-
LANTIC AND THE NESTING-HABITS OF ITS
OCCUPANTS.

By Fraxk M. CHAPMAN,

Associate Curator of the Department of Mammalogy and Omithology.
IsLaxDps As BIrRD PrROTECTORS.

To the preserving influence of island-life we owe the continued
existence of many birds which have long ceased to live, or, at
least, to nest, on the mainland. This is true of the great oceanic
islands as well as of the sand-bars, reefs, and rocks on which sea-
birds rear their young, and even of the tiny islet of reeds or
vegetable mould which forms the nest of the Grebes (see Group
of Pied-billed Grebes in the Main Bird-Hall). In every instance,
however, whether the island be a thousand square miles or one
square foot in extent, it owes the preservation of its bird-life to
the same cause, and this cause is the entire or comparative ab-
sence of bird enemies.

Oceanic islands, or those which have had no connection with
the mainland, are, as a rule, without terrestrial mammals, and con-
sequently destructive animals such as wolves, foxes, cats, both
wild and domesticated, minks, weasels, etc., are wanting, even
when the conditions are favorable to their existence, while the
barren rocky islets, reefs, and sand-bars are uninhabited, not
only by these predaceous species, but also by the birds’ worst
enemy—man.

| Thousands of instances could be cited to illustrate the im-
: portance of the part played by islands in protecting birds, but we
| need go no farther than our Atlantic coast to be convinced that
| were it not for islands we should long ago have lost a number
‘ of birds which now never nest on the adjoining mainland. For
example, practically all our remaining Terns or ** Sea Swallows "’
now breed only on islands, the remaining large colonies of these
birds off the New York and Massachusetts coasts being found on
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6 The Bird Rock Group.

Gardiner’s, Fisher’s, Muskeget, and Penikese Islands. Martha’s
Vineyard, between the two last named, contains the sole survivors
of the Heath Hen or Eastern Prairie Chicken (see gallery, case J).
Certain islets along the coast of Maine form suitable homes for
Herring Gulls (see gallery, case B), and going farther north,
into the Gulf of St. Lawrence, we find several rocky islets, which,
either because of their isolation or precipitousness, are ideal
resorts for sea-fowl. Chief among these is

BirD RoOCK.

Bird Rock, and its neighbor Little Bird Rock, belong to the
Magdalen Group, and are situated fifty miles northwest of Cape
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MAP SHOWING LOCATION OF THE BIRD ROCKS.

Breton, the nearest mainland, and twelve miles east of Bryon
Island, the nearest member of the same group. It is 351 yards
long, from 50 to 140 yards wide, and rises abruptly from the sea
to a height of from 8o to 140 feet. Its vertical rocky walls are
weathered into innumerable ridges, shelves, and crevices— fit
sites for the nests of the sea birds which for centuries have made




NORTH SIDE OF THE ROCK, WEST OF THE CRANE.
From * Bird Studies with a Camera,” by permission of D. Appleton & Co.)



8 The Bird Rock Group.

the Rock their home. The birds, furthermore, have found an
abundance of food in the surrounding waters.

Bird Rock is the home during the summer of seven species of
birds. Named in the order of their abundance they are: Com-
mon and Briinnich's Murres, Razor-billed Auks, Gannets, Kitti-
wake Gulls, Puffins, and Leach’s Petrel. Gannets are known to
nest in only one other place in this country, Bonaventure Island,
about 150 miles northwest of Bird Rock, and the remaining six
species rarely or never nest on the mainland; facts which illus-
trate how well the Rock has filled its office of bird protector. We
shall see, however, that owing to man’s agency the inhabitants
of Bird Rock have greatly decreased in numbers since its
discovery.

History or Birp Rock.

The history of the Bird Rocks begins with their discovery by
Jacques Cartier, the venturesome French navigator, in June,
1534. Cartier wrote: ‘‘ These islands were as full of birds as any
meadow is of grass, which there do make their nests, and in the
greatest of them there was a great and infinite number of that
that we called Margaulx that are white and bigger than any
geese, which were severed in one part. In the other were only
Godetz and Great Apponatz, like to those of that island that we
above have mentioned. We went down to the lowest part of the
least islands, where we killed above a thousand of those Godetz
and Apponatz. We put into our boats as many as we pleased,
for in less than an hour we might have filled thirty such boats of
them. We named them the islands of the Margaulx.”’

The birds Cartier called ‘* Margaulx ’ were undoubtedly Gan-
nets; his ‘‘ Godetz’’ were probably Murres and Razor-bills;
while there is every reason to believe that his ** Great Apponatz,”’
which he had previously found and unmistakably described, were
the now extinct Great Auk. It is also of interest to know that at
this time, during the proper season, the Rocks were the home of
Walrus.

Audubon, whose energy in exploration no ornithologist has
surpassed, was the first naturalist beholding Bird Rock to leave
us a description of its wonders. On June 14, 1833, during his
cruise to Labrador, in the Schooner &K7p/ey, he wrote in his journal
the following graphic account of the day's experiences: ‘“ About




The Bird Rock Group. 9

ten a speck rose on the horizon, which I was told was the Rock.
We sailed well, the breeze increased fast, and we neared the
object apace. At eleven I could distinguish its top plainly from
the deck, and thought it covered with snow to the depth of

GANNETS ON NESTS.

Photographed from nature by F. M. Chapman.

ssion of D. Appleton & C

several feet; this appearance existed on every portion of the flat
. 1actine ehelve . larmn [ ¢h s : | i
projecting shelves. Godwin |the ]:ulill] said, with the coolness

of a man who had visited this Rock for ten successive Seasons,

that what we saw was not snow but Gannets. I rubbed my eyes,
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took my spy-glass, and in an instant the strangest picture stood
before me. They were birds we saw—a mass of birds of such
size as I never before cast my eyes on. The whole of my party
stood astounded and amazed, and we came to the conclusion
that such a sight was of itself sufficient to invite any one to come
across the gulf to view it at this season. The nearer we ap-
proached, the greater our surprise at the enormous number of
these birds, all calmly seated on their eggs or newly hatched
broods, their heads all turned to windward and toward us. The
air above for one hundred yards, and for some distance around
the whole Rock was filled with Gannets on the wing, which, from
our position, made it appear as if a heavy fall of snow was
directly above us.”” '

After this description one can readily imagine Audubon’s dis-
appointment when the freshening wind prevented his landing on
the Rock, and we therefore must turn to the account of Dr.
Henry Bryant as that of the first naturalist to set foot on Bird
Rock. This was on June 23, 1860, when, after a climb which
he characterized as both ‘‘ difficult and dangerous,”” Dr. Bryant
reached the top of the Rock. In addition to the birds found
living on the sides of the Rock, he states that its entire northerly
half was tenanted by Gannets, and after measuring the area they
occupied, he estimated that this one colony alone contained no
less than 100,000 birds, while the number living on the sides of
the Rock and on Little Bird he placed at 50,000.

Bryant was followed by Maynard, Brewster, Cory, Lucas, and
others, but in the meantime a change had occurred which made
the Rock more accessible and at the same time greatly reduced
its feathered population. In 1869 a lighthouse was erected on
its summit and within three years the colony of Gannets nesting
there decreased from 100,000 to 5000 birds; while nine years
later only 50 birds remained.

This practical extermination of the summit-nesting birds was
due in part to the light-keepers, who evidently did not care for
the close companionship of 50,000 pairs of by no means sweet-
voiced birds, and, later, to the use of a cannon, which, during
the fogs so prevalent in this region, was discharged at short

1 Audubon and his Journals, I., p. 36o.
2 Bryant, Proc. Bost. Soc. Nat. Hist., 1861.




GANNET (FLYING OVER), MURRES PUFFINS, AND RAZOR-BILLED AUKS.

Photographed from nature by F. M, Chapman




12 The Bird Rock Group.

intervals to warn vessels of their proximity to the Rock. To the
use of this cannon is also in part attributable the diminution in the
ranks of the other birds inhabiting the Rock, and, writing of his
visit in 1881, Mr. William Brewster remarks: ‘‘At each discharge
the frightened Murres fly from the Rock in clouds, nearly every
sitting bird taking its egg into the air between its thighs and
dropping it after flying a few yards. This was repeatedly

THE LANDING AT THE BASE OF THE ROCK, SHOWING CRATE.
(From ** Bird Studies with a Camera,” by permission of D, Appleton & Co.)

observed during our visit, and more than once a perfect shower
of eggs fell into the water about our boat.”” '

Birp Rock To-Day.

In spite of the great decrease which has occurred in Bird
Rock’s population, it still remains one of the ornithological
wonders of our Atlantic coast. Unfortunately, however, the

! For a further history of Bird Rock see Brewster, Proc. Bost. Soc. Nat. Hist., 1883. Lucas,

**The Auk"—New York—V., 1888, Pp- 120, 278 ; niso, in connection with the identity of Ap-
ponatz, Hardy, /4¢d., 380, Chapman, ** Bird Studies with a Camera."”
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wholesale collecting of eggs and wanton killing of birds by
fishermen, combined with the results of firing the gun-cotton
bombs, which have superseded the cannon, are causing a con-
tinued diminution in the number of birds inhabiting the Rock,

THE LANDING ON TOP OF THE ROCK, SHOWING CRANE.
(From * Bird Studies with a Camera,” by permission of D, Appleton & Co.)

and unless the Canadian Government soon takes proper steps to
afford them protection, it is quite probable that in time only a
fraction of their present numbers will remain. To make, there-
fore, a permanent record of this characteristic phase of island life
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the writer visited the Rock in July, 1898, and procured for the
American Museum of Natural History the material and photo-
graphs which made possible the preparation of this group.

It is quite as difficult to land on Bird Rock to-day as it was in
Audubon’s time, but good fortune brought us to the spot during
calm weather, and the boat in which the light-keeper met our
schooner was readily beached on the hand’s-breadth of shore
constituting the only port of entry. Once landed, however, the
top is now easily reached in a small crate which is hoisted by
means of a crane and windlass, operated by the keeper of the
lighthouse. The experience of passing so near nesting Murres
and Kittiwakes that they may almost be touched is not the least
interesting part of a journey through space which it is believed
most visitors to the Rock will find possessed of more or less
novelty. Alighting on the grassy summit of the Rock, one sees
that it contains, in addition to the light- and bomb-houses, a
small collection of buildings for the storage of supplies which are
brought only twice each year, and for the accommodation of the
keeper, his family, and three assistants. With the exception of
a few Puffins and Petrels, which live in burrows, no birds now
nest on top of the Rock, but they crowd the jutting ledges or
eroded shelves of the precipitous faces of the island. In places
one can easily clamber down to these ledges and there he will be
surrounded by curious groups of sea-fowl, some fearlessly stand-

ing, while others whir] by in an endless procession.

In view of the years of persecution to which these birds have
been subjected, they are still remarkably tame, and, to a bird-
lover, it is an especially grateful experience to be at once received
into their ranks. No one, indeed, who has not had the experience
can imagine the peculiar sensations which possess the naturalist
when, for the first time, he visits a bird island where essentially
primeval conditions prevail, and where the birds are so abundant
and so unsuspicious that one seems to have reached the heart of
the bird world and found existing there the ideal relation between
man and the lower animals.

THE BIRDS Oor THE Rock.

Murres (Uria lomvia et Uria troile). The Murres, together
with the Razor-billed Auk and the Puffin, are members of the
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16 The Bird Rock Group.

family Alcide, a group of sea-birds found only in the North
Atlantic and North Pacific. (Several allied species may be found
in the general collection of North American Birds, see gallery,
Case A.) Everywhere they are island-nesting birds, indeed some
of the largest bird islands in northern seas are inhabited almost
entirely by Murres:—the Farne Islands off the eastern coast of
northern England, the Farallones at the entrance of San Francisco

COMMON MURRE AND EGG.
From the Group.

Bay, and St. Paul Island in Bering Sea, are tenanted by countless
individuals of these birds. Murres feed on fish, which they se-
cure by diving, using both wings and feet in propelling themselves
while under water. Their note is a hoarse call sounding somewhat
like the syllable murre, whence their common name. They make
no nest, but lay their one peculiarly shaped and colored egg on an
exposed ledge of rock or in a similarly unprotected place. The
shape of the egg is supposed to be an adaptation to the require-
ments of the nesting sites, from which a more elliptical or spheri-
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cal egg would roll and fall. The pear-shaped Murres' e

'I!S

:'.""." »
however, when moved by the bird or wind, revolve about their
own point, practically without change of position. The wide

vanation n the colors of Murres' eggs, no two of which are

alike, i1s thought to aid the birds in recognizing their own eggs.

Wi en Datd l.'i!'i:. I'!.r' _\E".'.'Tt."- are covie Tt‘ti with a sooty :;E.it k r!n\\'n_
In some instances they are taken to the water when still very

1

young; in others they acquire the power of flight before leaving

sha 1}
1ICIT DIrLn-pi £

Murres i ) ( 1 ) ( e often
gather g er I rm s OI én they L%



18 The Bird Rock Group.

haunts of the birds during the egg-laying season. It is stated
that some twenty years ago 30,000 dozen Murres’ eggs were gath-
ered annually on the Farallone Islands and sold in the San Fran-
cisco markets. As a result of this wholesale robbing, the birds
decreased in numbers so rapidly that the United States Govern-
ment forbade their further molestation. It is greatly to be hoped
that the Canadian Government will soon take steps to afford simi-
lar protection to the Murres of Bird Rock.

Two species of Murres inhabit Bird Rock, the Common Murre
(Uria troile) and Briinnich’s Murre (Uria lomwia). To the
casual observer the differences distinguishing them are not at
once apparent, and the presence of two such closely related
birds, of similar habits, in the same place, is an interesting illus-
tration of the retention of specific differences under circumstances
unusually favorable for interbreeding.

The Common Murre has a longer, more slender bill and
browner head than Briinnich’s Murre, which has a relatively
short and thick bill with the basal edges of the lower mandible
grayish and swollen, and the head dark. The downy young of
the Common Murre are sooty black, sprinkled with white; those
of Briinnich’'s Murre are decidedly browner. The Common
Murre breeds in the North Atlantic from Bird Rock and the
British Islands northward. In winter it ranges southward to
the coasts of Massachusetts and northern Africa.

Briinnich’s Murre breeds from Bird Rock northward, but is
rare in the eastern Atlantic. In winter it is found occasionally
as far south as New Jersey, and, sometimes it reaches the interior
states as far west as Michigan, by way of the St. Lawrence River
and the Great Lakes.

Some Murres have a white ring around the eye extending
backward in a white stripe behind it. They are known as
‘“ Spectacled Murres,”” but whether they constitute a distinct
species, or are merely an individual variation, is as yet unknown.
One individual of this kind 1s shown in the group.

Razor-billed Auk (A/ca torda). The Razor-bill is the nearest
existing relative of the extinct Great Auk, which it resembles in
general appearance, but from which it differs in possessing the
power of flight. This species lays its single egg, which is more
elliptical than that of the Murres, in natural cavities or other-
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wise protected places, and the young are born covered with a
brownish down.

The accompanying illustration of the Razor-billed Auk and
Great Auk is of interest not alone because the former is and the
latter was an inhabitant of Bird Rock, but also because it permits
of a comparison of two closely allied birds, one of which has
retained, while the other has lost, the power of flight. The Great

o oy
1

|
|

-

GREAT AUK AND RAZOR-BILLED AUK. SHOWING COMFARATIVE SIZE.
From specimens in the American Museum

Auk, unlike the Razor-bill, nested on low islands to which it
could gain access by means of the feet alone. It fed on fish,

igration was unnecessary, and as a result of disuse it evidently
lost the power of flight, its wings serving only as paddles for pro-
pulsion under the water. Hence it fell an easy victim to fisher-
men, who, landing on the islets to which it resorted, killed it in
great numbers for its flesh. The last living Great Auk was seen
in 1844, and all that remains of the myriads described by the
early voyagers is some 77 skins, a few skeletons, and 70 eggs.
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(See especially in this connection the skin, skeleton, and cast of
the egg of the Great Auk in the Main Bird-Hall.)
The Razor-bill breeds from the Bird Rocks and British Isl-

ands northward and in winter is found as far south as Long Island
and the Mediterranean,

KITTIWAKE GULL ON NEST.
From the Group.

Kittiwake Gull (Rissa tridactyla). From six to eight hun-
dred Kittiwake Gulls nest on Bird Rock. They place their nests
of sea-weed on the less accessible ledges and doubtless for this
reason are less preyed upon by man than are the Murres. Kitti-
wakes are the only birds on the Rock which lay more than one
egg; their nests containing two or three. The young are born
covered with down, and during their first winter differ from
adults in having the tip of the tail and hind neck black. The
birds of this species feed on fish and drink salt water in prefer-
ence to fresh. Their name is derived from their singular call,
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which resembles the syllables &//-#i-wake, several times repeated.
Kittiwakes nest from Bird Rock and the Bntish islands north-
ward, and In winter range southward to Virginia and the
Canaries.

During their winter wanderings Kittiwakes are true sea-gulls,

GANNET,

From the Group,

rarely visiting our inner harbors and bays, where the common
winter gull is the Herring Gull, the adults of which, though
much larger, are not unlike adult Kittiwakes in color; those born
the preceding summer being grayish. (See gallery, case B, for
this and other species of American gulls.)

Gannet (Su«/z bassana). Gannets nest on certain small islets
off the British coast, in the Faroes, and in Iceland, but in Amer-
ica breed only on Bird Rock and Bonaventure, 150 miles to the

- . - a . - e
west. In the winter they range southward, kcc;n:]-_; usually well
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off-shore, to northern Africa and the Gulf of Mexico. Of the
100,000 Gannets which were estimated by Mr. Bryant to be nest-
ing on the top of Bird Rock in 1860, no mention being made of
those occupying the sides, only about 1,500 remain. Gannets
are remarkably impressive birds when on the wing, possessing in
an unusual degree power and grace of motion. They secure their
food of fish by diving, often from a height of forty feet or more,
half closing their wings and plunging into the water with terrific
force. The young are born naked, but their black skin is soon
covered by white down, which, before they leave the nest, is re-
placed by gray plumage.

Gannets are the only representatives of their family in northern
waters, the remaining species of the group being found in the
tropics, where they are known by the name of Booby. When-
ever found, however, they are island-nesting birds, not one species
of Gannet, so far as known, nesting on the mainland. (For other
species, see gallery, case C.)

Puffins (Fratercula arctica). Not more than two hundred
Puffins breed on Bird Rock. They place their nest, with its
single white egg, at the end of burrows which they excavate near
the summit of the Rock. When captured, the birds make every
effort to use their singularly formed bill, and as a weapon of
defense they can inflict a dangerous wound with it.

When walking or perching they stand erect on the toes, while
the Murres and Razor-bills rest on the whole foot. Puffins are
called ‘‘ Paroquets '’ by the French Canadians, and both in ap-
pearance and actions they resemble those birds. The call of the
Puffin, however, is a hoarse grunt, instead of the shrill squawk
emitted by the Paroquet.

Closely allied species are found in the North Pacific (see case,
this hall), where they are an important article of food among the
natives, who also employ their singularly formed bill in the
ornamentation of their ceremonial garments. Aprons with Puffin
bills attached to them to produce a rattling noise as the wearer
danced, may be seen in hall No. 106, on the ground floor of
the Museum.

Leach’s Petrel (Oceanodroma leucorrioa). Puffins sometimes
share their burrows with the Leach’s Petrel or “ Mother Carey's
Chicnke,”’ but these interesting little birds also excavate burrows
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reference to the peculiar shape of the nostrils), may be found in
gallery, case C, and main Bird Hall, case B.

THE MAKING OoF THE GROUP.

In the accompanying group the preceding seven species of
birds are shown with their nests, eggs, and young. While the
attempt to bring them within the comparatively narrow limits of
a museum case has necessitated the combination of typical sec-

LEACH’S PETREL AND YOUNG IN NEST.
From the Group.

tions of the Rock, the birds nevertheless have been arranged with
due reference to their association in life, and it is believed that
when taken in connection with the photographs from nature dis-
played on top of the case, the group correctly represents the con-
ditions of bird life prevailing on Bird Rock.

The birds were mounted and their surroundings prepared,
under the writer’s direction, by Mr. H. C. Denslow of the
Museum’s Department of Taxidermy.
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