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The Silence
Of the Birds

The trills and calls of thrushes, warblers, tana-
gers, and other favorite American songbirds are
heard less frequently in many cities and sub-
urbs. A decline of the songbird population has
been under way for decades. By the 1970s, for
example, the number of breeding birds in Rock
Creek Park, in Washington, D.C., was only
about one-third what it was in the 1940s, and
species that bred there but wintered in the trop-
ics had fallen off by almost 90 percent. Similar
declines were reported elsewhere in the coun-
try, with the most marked losses appearing east
of the Mississippi.

Why have seemingly friendly environments
such as Rock Creek Park become hostile to
songbirds? The answer, which took years to dis-
cover, has two parts, according to Duke Univer-
sity environmental scientist John Terborgh.
First, the songbirds’ city and suburban habitats
are also friendly to their predators. Raids on
bird nests by blue jays, raccoons, and opossums
have increased along with the predators’ popu-
lation. In an experiment to gauge the impact,
Princeton’s David S. Wilcove stocked artificial
nests with quail eggs and set them out in rural
and suburban woodlots, and at a “control” site
in the Great Smoky Mountains National Park.
In the Smokies, only one “nest” in 50 was
raided, whereas in the suburban and rural
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woodlots the rate was, in some cases, 100 per-
cent.

But predators are not the songbirds’ only foe.
Parasitic birds, especially the brown-headed
cowbird, are another. They lay their eggs in the
nests of other species, which often raise the re-
sulting offspring as their own. Because the par-
asite’s eggs typically hatch sooner than the
host’s, the hatchling parasite has a head start
over its nest mates and is able to grab much of
the food. Often, the host’s own offspring starve.
Researchers Margaret C. Brittingham and Stan-
ley A. Temple of the University of Wisconsin
found that nearly two-thirds of the nests on the
edges of forest in southern Wisconsin had cow-
birds’ eggs in them.

Further studies in several states, Terborgh
says, have confirmed that such predators and
parasites are largely responsible for the song
birds’ plight. The long-distance tropical mi-
grants, such as orioles, warblers, and thrushes,
are most vulnerable.

Alas, the decline of the songbirds in settled
areas seems bound to continue, Terborgh con-
cludes. To save the birds and their music, he
writes, it will be necessary to consolidate and .
expand their safe havens in areas such as-the
Smokies, the Adirondacks, and the north
woods of Minnesota and Maine.

“Comets: Mudballs of the Solar System?” by Ron Cowen, in

Science News (Mar. 14, 1992), 1719 N St. N.W., Washington,
D.C. 20036.

For millennia mankind has been watching
comets with fascination and even awe without
knowing much about them. Only when it nears
the sun can the exterior of a comet be seen.
Even then, its nucleus is enveloped in a trans-
parent coma (a faintly luminous cloud of dust
and gas), and the comet sports a tail of tiny dust
particles, as well as another tail of ions
(charged gas molecules). What is beneath the
coma remains a mystery.

In 1951, astronomer Fred L. Whipple of the
Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory in
Cambridge, Massachusetts, suggested that com-
ets were like huge dirty snowballs—flying
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pieces of ice mixed with small amounts of dust.
Ice being a poor conductor of heat, Science
News writer Ron Cowen notes, Whipple's the-
ory helped to explain why comets passing close
to the sun do not simply burn up. It also helped
to account for those tails. “[A] blast of heat

from the sun would vaporize ice on the surface - -

of a comet, converting some of the frozen ma-
terial into a jet of gas that could propel dust out
of the comet—Iike sand lashed by a fierce
windstorm. Pressure exerted on the dust by so-
lar radiation then sweeps the dust into a tail;
charged particles from the sun (the solar wind)
sculpt some of the comet’s expelled gas into a



