
Harbingers Of Spring 
Clarence De Boer 

 

 

“All the birds have come again, 

Hear the happy chorus! 

Robin, bluebird, on the wing, 

Thrush and wren this message bring. 

Spring will soon come marching in, 

Come with joyous singing.” 

 

 Eagerly we listen for these spring carolers, who herald the approaching season.  Spring is 

here! Certainly, all of us have been genuinely thrilled by the chirp or warble of the songsters who 

announce the dawning of another day.  Their message is one of cheer and gladness as they pour 

out their happiness in an echoing chorus. 

  Perhaps, some of you have been amazed when watching these winged creatures in their 

attempt to get an adequate supply of food.  If you have observed them for any length of time and 

noticed how many worms a robin devours or the number of seeds a sparrow consumes before 

they are satisfied, you will, undoubtedly wonder why such an amount is necessary for their small 

bodies.   

 Experiments have been performed to determine the capacity of a bird’s stomach. 

Observations are recorded of a cedar waxwing eating one hundred canker worms, a scarlet 

tanager devouring six hundred thirty gypsy moth caterpillars in eighteen minutes, a Maryland 

yellow-throat consuming plant lice at the tremendous rate of five thousand an hour.  There is a 

very definite answer to the question, “Why do birds eat so much?”  Birds, are exceedingly active 

and very warm blooded, and, thus, need an extraordinary amount of food to maintain their high 

temperature and body activity.  Accordingly, they have been created and provided with adequate 

digestive powers.  Very helpful are these creature to the farmer as their diet includes insects, 

plant lice, weed seeds, and field mice. 

 Another question that might be asked is, “How fast do the young birds grow?” The rate 

of development is astonishing.  One naturalist tells of a cedar wax-wing that doubled its weight 

the first day, tripled it in the second, and at the end of twelve days had increased its weight 

thirteen-fold. 

 As birds cannot store food, they find it necessary to migrate if they depend on insects and 

worms.  With the approach of winter the supply is no longer available, and so they must seek a 

warm region where the provisions are sufficient for their appetites.  However, most birds do not 

migrate, but the species that do include those which depend on open ponds for their sustenance 

as ducks, geese, etc.  Naturally, when freezing begins and ice results, these birds can no longer 

remain because plants are not available. 

 Migration provides a beautiful example of instinct, for by this means they are guided in 

their flight. Usually, the aquatic birds follow the main water courses until the desirable 

destination is reached.  Sometimes the routes extend over vast stretches of water, for example the 

Caribbean Sea.  However, the birds that thus desert the land are those which have powerful 

ability of flight.  William Cullen Bryant has beautifully expressed a thought in his poem, “To A 

Water Fowl”: 

 



“He who, from zone to zone, 

Guides through the boundless 

Sky thy certain flight, 

In the long way that I must  

Tread alone, 

Will lead my steps aright.” 

 

 Very essential and useful are the birds’ wings.  For they not only need them for flying, 

but also to shelter and protect the young especially in the next.  Some birds use them for 

swimming as in the case of the penguin in the Arctic, whose wings are reduced to flippers and 

thus can be manipulated like oars.  Chicken employ their wings while fighting: and many birds 

tuck their heads under their wings for slumbering. 

 Probably some of you have noticed that some birds are brilliantly colored, while others 

have a dull coloration.  Especially during mating season is the bird beautiful, and the male is 

usually the more attractive, so that he may more easily woo his partner. The tanagers and 

pheasants are common examples of the differences in sex coloration.  The dull coloration of 

some species, however, is in most cases a protective measure, enabling the bird to conceal itself 

from the enemy by possessing feathers which are barely distinguishable from the environment.  

Examples of this “protective coloration” are noted in the case of the sandpiper, grouse, meadow-

lark, and others.   

 

“I see my way as birds their trackless way, 

I shall arrive: what time, what circuit first,  

I ask not; but unless God sends His hail 

Of blinding fire-balls, sleet or driving snow. 

In some time, His good time, I shall arrive, 

He guides me and the bird, In His good time.” 

 

Robert Browning 
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