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GRADUATION DAY ADDRESS 

(At the graduation ceremony at Canterbury Agricul­
tural College on 6 May, 1960, the address was delivered by 
the Vice-Chancellor of the University of Canterbury, Dr 
F. J. Llewellyn, Ph.D., D.Sc., F.R.I.C., F.N.,Z.I.C., F.R.S.A.) 

' 

I suppose that everyone who is thinking about the Uni-
versity in New Zealand is thinking about the findings and 
recommendations of the Parry Report. And also about the 
processes of devolution which in a short time now will result 
in the winding up of the University of New Zealand. 

I do not propose to discuss the Parry Report; but rather 
to say a little about devolution in general and about its 
effect on the University of Canterbury and upon the Canter­
bury Agricultural College in particular. 

When devolution is complete, there will emerge four 
degree-granting universities. There will also be two 
branch universities-Hamilton and Palmerston North, 
and two agricultural colleges-Massey and Lincoln. Each 
of the branch universities will be affiliated in some way to 
the University of Auckland and the Victoria University of 
Wellington respectively. They may well become the first 
constituent colleges of these Universities. In the fullness 
of time they may well become full autonomous degree grant­
ing universities. It may well be that in time-but a longer 
time-similar developments will be necessary in the South 
Island. 

I would not like to contemplate a University of Can­
terbury with more than 10,000 students on the Ilam campus. 
When student numbers approach the 7-8,000 figure here, 
or perhaps, even before this, then it may well be time to 
consider the establishment of a branch university some­
where else in the South Island. This time has not arrived 
yet; but it is worth remembering that a new institution 
cannot and should not be started overnight. 

But in the meantime, what of the Agricultural Col­
leges? 

Whilst there is certainly within an agricultural college 
a tremendous diversity of interests and of courses; inter­
ests which focus mainly on the farming community and 
courses which are designed to produce graduates and dip­
loma holders who are likely to be of service to the farming 
community, this range of interests cannot hope to include 
on the same scale and to the same depth the fundamental 
scientific and other disciplines which are part and parcel of 
the fabric of a full university. 

May I interpolate here my admiration for the manner 
in which Lincoln interprets its function as an agricultural 
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college? It prepares students for degrees, the courses of 
which have a high intellectual as well as professional con­
tent. It reaches out in all sorts of ways to its graduates 
and diploma holders after they have completed their courses 
and have gone out to practise what they know. It conducts 
research in many different subjects, some of which are of 
direct immediate importance to the economic develop­
ment of New Zealand, and some of which are more funda­
mental and long term: like all long term research, these may 
lead nowhere or anywhere. 

Lincoln operates at many levels and spreads tentacles 
of influence through the whole fabric which is Agriculture. 

But it seems to me that an agricultural college must 
inevitably depend upon the resources of a multi-faculty 
university for the interpretation and critical assessment of 
the fundamentals of pure science and of the essential values 
of the humanities and the arts. Such interpretations and 
assessments can best be achieved away from the hurly 
burly of action; away from the pressures of time, in an 
atmosphere where the truth alone is important. Whether 
the truth is known today or tomorrow or in the next decade 
matters not a jot as long as the search goes on. 

On the other hand, it is true that a university not 
closely associated with the needs of any particular section 
of the community; not training graduates who will be em­
ployed in any particular industry or activity of the com­
munity; not prosecuting research bearing directly on the 
problems of the day-such a university is an Ivory Tower 
-introverted, unpractical and out of touch and out of sym­
pathy with the world it lives in. It searches for intellectual 
satisfaction and grumbles on the way home about the holes 
in the roads, the quality of the bread and the cost of repair­
ing shoes. 

Of course the University of Canterbury is not like this: 
it touches the community at many points through engineer­
ing; through the Industrial Development Department; 
through its field sciences; through education; through art 
and through its interpretations of history and literature. 

In the kind of society we have in New Zealand, I feel 
that the University has two parts to play: the one-to think 
clearly and to teach others to do so f earl es sly and efficiently; 
the other-to bring out the needs and demands of our 
developing society and economy so that these may be under­
stood and the appropriate action may be indicated. 

In Canterbury we are fortunate to have within a few 
miles, both a multi-faculty University-which is rapidly 
increasing its academic strength and influence-and an 
Agricultural College which is closely in touch with a com­
munity and with the problems and needs of that community. 

In association, these two institutions have much to give 
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each other and much more to give to society. It seems 
folly for us not to plan the future in such a way that our 
own peculiar resources can be made readily available each to 
the other. 

My hope is that it will be possible for the University 
and the Agricultural College to agree, by some administra­
tive process, to academic integration. Then there is no 
doubt that at the teaching and research levels there could 
be the most valuable co-operation between the teaching 
staffs of the two institutions. A ready interchange of 
credits for subjects which are at the present time either 
agricultural on the one hand, or scientific or economic on 
the other, would be of inestimable value to all these students 
concerned. 

In this way an agricultural student could be strength­
ened in his appreciation of pure science and the pure scien­
tist and economist could be leavened in his theory with some 
better appreciation of the primary industries of the country. 

If one agrees that the academic integration of Canter­
bury Agricultural College and the University of Canterbury 
is desirable because such an integration will lead to a better 
training of pure scientists, economists and agriculturalists, 
then administrative and historical difficulties should not be 
allowed to interfere. 

I look forward to the day when students of Canterbury 
Agricultural College will receive degrees in agriculture of 
the University of Canterbury, but this does not mean that 
the individuality of Lincoln as an institution, the autonomy 
of the Lincoln Board of Governors or the academic status 
of the Professorial Board of Lincoln, need be threatened 
in any way by this integration. 

For many years the Council of the University has been 
represented on the Lincoln Board of Governors and the 
Professorial Board of the University has been represented 
on the Professorial Board of Lincoln and I would think that 
in this direction the cross-representation is sufficient.. If 
academic integration is effected, it may well be necessary 
to ensure representation in the opposite direction, such that, 
for example, all or some of the Professors of Lincoln will 
be members of the University Professorial Board, and will 
thus play a full part in the academic development of the 
University as a whole. 

In some ways, one can think of the relationship of the 
Agricultural College to the University of Canterbury becom­
ing something like the present relationship of the Agricul­
tural College to the University of New Zealand, but in a less 
formal and more intimate fashion and with the very positive 
advantages of cross-fertilisation, both at the undergraduate 
and post graduate levels. 
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I hope that in the years to come the four universities 
in New Zealand will develop associations of this sort with 
other new specialist institutions. 

I hope that the research activities of the State� 
D.S.I.R., Department of Agriculture and others-will be 
more closely associated with the University. 

I hope that Research Associations will be placed closer 
to Universities and will co-operate fully with them. 

I have picked out these aspects of devolution for dis­
cussion today because within less than two years the Uni­
versity of New Zealand may no longer exist. 

What I have suggested may not be acceptable to Lin­
coln: it may not be acceptable to the University of Canter­
bury. Let us find out. 

FIRST IN THE FIELD 

The Story of the Rothamsted Experimental Station 

[The majority of agricultural pupils today seem to have little 
or no knowledge of the pioneer work of Lawes and Gilbert. To assist 
teachers who may wish to trace the historical development of agricul­
tural science, this article by C. R. L. Scowen is reprinted from the 
J.S. Journal, the house magazine of J. Sainsbury Ltd.-Ed.] 

Changes in population or occupation have always 
affected the agriculture of the country. 

The first half of the 19th century was a time of indus­
trial development which had far-reaching effects on agricul­
ture and all connected with the countryside. Town popula­
tions had increased, but transport remained slow; this 
meant that wheat cultivation increased in the neighbour­
hood of the towns. Although the waggons which carried 
flour to the towns returned carrying organic waste there 
was barely enough manure to maintain fertility on arable 
farms. Organic manure had been essential to agriculture 
for many years, and before alternatives could be found 
information was needed about the plants' actual require­
ments. Chemists had already analysed both plant material 
and organic manures, but whether it was the bulky humus, 
the mineral salts or the nitrogen which plants required no 
one knew for certain. 

There was need for a scientist who could combine a 
knowledge of chemistry with the practical approach of a 
farmer; a man who could test theories and the results of 
small pot experiments on a large scale in the field. Such a 
man was John Bennett Lawes, squire of the Manor of 
Rothamsted in Hertfordshire.. As a boy he enjoyed the 
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freedom of the estate and countryside, and he described his 
studies as of a most desultory character. A public school 
taught him little (so he said) and he left Oxford without a 
degree, but somewhere he learned to think clearly and had 
acquired an interest in chemistry which eventually led him 
to the study of the chemistry of the soil and the require­
ments of the plants which grew in it. 

At the age of 20 Lawes was managing his estate and 
examining the chemistry of medicinal herbs. He studied 
the Pharmacopmia, whose author, Professor T. A. Thomp­
son, became his chief instructor and adviser. A chemical 
manufacturing process interested him and he turned a barn 
on the estate into a processing plant. Although he lost 
money which he could ill afford he gained experience and 
made friends among chemical engineers. One of his new 
friends asked him if he could find a use for bone charcoal, 
the residue of a manufacturing process. Lawes had bought 
bone meal for use as a fertilizer on his farm, but found 
that it did not seem at all beneficial though farmers in other 
parts of the country reported good results from its use. 
Considering this and reading the opinions of others he con­
cluded that bones were most effective on acid soils because 
the free acid in these soils changed the form of the phos­
phate in the bones and made it available to plants. He had 
a quantity of acid on hand and he used this to treat the 
charred bones, rendering the phosphate that they contained 
water soluble. To test this product he tried it first on 
plants in pots and then on turnips growing in a field outside 
the barn laboratory. These early tests were so successful 
that Lawes took out a patent which covered the treatment 
of all forms of phosphate with acid to render the phosphate 
readily available to plants. After strong opposition from 
his family he started a factory to manufacture "superphos­
phate of lime" at Deptford Creek. 

With the success of the fertilizer business Lawes could 
consider a programme of scientific investigation, which was 
his chief interest, but as a business man part of his time 
had to be spent in London. 

Impatient to start work at Rothamsted he consulted 
Professor Thompson who recommended his former student 
and demonstrator Dr Gilbert as a suitable chemist and 
collaborator. 

Gilbert was a perfectionist who filled pages with detail­
ed calculations. Every figure seemed equally important to 
him, but he made an ideal partner for John Lawes, the 
countryman who was curious to know what makes plants 
and animals grow and had the ability to pick the important 
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points from a heap of facts and to discuss them in plain 
language. 

In the autumn of 1843 Lawes and Gilbert laid out the 
first large scale Rothamsted experiment. The wheat test 
crop was well chosen, being of special importance to farmers 
of the neighbourhood. The site, Broadbalk field, was large 
and convenieint. The plot design was most suitable for the 
purpose The experiment was simple and straightforward. 
It could be understood by any farmer, yet the results 
obtained were so remarkable that the scientists of Europe 
argued about them for years to come. At first there were 
four main treatments: 

(1) A control without manure or fertilizer (measuring 
the fertility of the soil) . 

(2) Farmyard manure, the standard organic manure of 
the time, containing nitrogen and other plant foods. 

(3) Farmyard manure which had been reduced to ash 
and so had lost both humus and nitrogen. 

( 4) Ash of farmyard manure and ammonium salts sup­
plying nitrogen but no humus. 

Although we have the records of the many samples of 
soil which Gilbert analysed and know that Lawes visited 
the plots each day, there is no record of their thoughts dur­
ing the spring of 1844 as they watched the wheat growing 
on the plots. Famous scientists believed that plants got 
all the nitrogen they required from the air, yet the farm­
yard manure plot and the ashes of farmyard manure and 
ammonium salts certainly looked better than the two which 
had received no nitrogen. Most farmers thought that the 
bulk in farmyard manure was most important for it supplied 
humus, and soils rich in humus were easy to work, and were 
generally fertile, yet the plot which received ashes of farm­
yard manure plus ammonium salts looked every bit as good 
as the farmyard manure plot. 

When the crop was harvested and threshed yields from 
the plots showed significant variations. No manure gave a 
low yield, for the soil had not received any manure for sev­
eral years. The ashes of farmyard manure yielded exactly 
the same amount of grain as the unmanured plot; extra 
nutrients without nitrogen had not increased the yield. The 
farmyard manure showed an increase of 35 per cent; this 
could have been due to either the nitrogen· which it con­
tained or to the humus, but the ashes of farmyard manure 
and ammonium salts showed an increase of 75 per cent over 
the no manure plot. Lawes and Gilbert accepted this as 
clear proof that nitrogen was an important constituent of 
farmyard manure, but it took many years of patient work 
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before the need for additional nitrogen was universally 
accepted. 

The nitrogen controverny focussed attention on the 
work at Rothamsted, and Lawes was encouraged to extend 
his wheat experiment to establish the individual part played 
by phosphate, potash, sodium and magnesium in the nutri­
tion of cereals. Gilbert analysed the wheat grain and the 
straw and also the drainage of water from beneath the sep­
arate plots and attempted to make a balance sheet with 
nutrients supplied on one side and nutrients in grain, straw 
and drainage water on the other. The more they worked 
the more complicated the subject appeared to be. Part of 
the nitrogen supplied as ammonium salts was recovered in 
the drainage water as nitrates and no one knew what had 
caused the change. The no manure plot continued to keep 
up its small yield, but yields on other plots showed that 
nitrogen was essential for plant growth and also that sur­
plus nitrogen was washed out of the soil; where did the 
constant supply of nitrogen necessary to produce even a 
small crop come from? Perhaps after all a part of the 
plants' nitrogen requirement might come from the air. 
Laboratory experiments carried out with plants growing in 
sterilised soil showed that under these conditions plants did 
not get nitrogen from the air and for 30 years the problem 
of soil nitrogen remained unsolved. Eventually a chemist 
working at Rothamsted turned his attention to bacteria in 
soil and showed that certain plants, which grew on Broad­
balk as weeds, could fix nitrogen from the air with the help 
of bacteria which lived on their roots .. Other bacteria broke 
down the ammonium salts in a remarkable manner, convert­
ing them by stages to nitrates. Soil science was branching 
out in new directions; the soil was shown to be far more 
complicated than had been realised. 

Fattening Livestock 

Soon after the start of the Broadbalk experiment 
animal nutrition investigations commenced. That farmers 
were successfully fattening animals can be seen from the 
pictures of the time, but little was known about the way 
the animal manufactured flesh or fat from vegetable oils, 
starchy foods or nitrogen containing proteins. 

Lawes and Gilbert tackled the problem with their usual 
thoroughness and enthusiasm. A large number of bullocks, 
sheep and pigs were used in feeding trials which confirmed 
the belief of leading chemists that starchy foods as well as 
vegetable oils were a source of animal fat. Experiments by 
Lawes and Gilbert indicated that fats and starchy foods 
supplied fuel for the body, providing energy for warmth and 
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work. This finding was eventually accepted by chemists of· 
the day after much controversy. 

The most spectacular part of the feeding investigations 
was the determination of the chemical composition of ten 
animals in different stages of growth and fattening. The 
percentage of water, ash, fat and nitrogen in each part of 
these animals was determined by chemical analysis. Lawes 
and Gilbert were so thorough in this work that for many 
years their results were accepted and no need arose for 
further analytical work. 

Silage now used in large quantities as animal food 
was not often made in the time of Lawes and Gilbert, but 
they made a thorough investigation of its value as fodder 
for cattle producing beef or .milk. Though a good food they 
thought it had few advantages over hay, which because it 
was dried in the field was easier to handle in the days before 
farm mechanisation. 

Recognition as Authorities 

After a dozen years of patient and painstaking work 
Lawes and Gilbert were widely recognised as authorities in 
a wide field of agricultural research; Lawes was appointed 
a member of the Royal Commission set up to study the dis­
posal and utilisation of sewage. To examine its possible use 
as a fertiliser he conducted grassland experiments at Rugby 
where it was shown that heavy sewage irrigation not only 
increased the yield of grass but altered the botanical com­
position of the herbage. Perhaps the recognition which 
pleased them most was a resolution by Hertfordshire 
farmers which praised the work of Mr Lawes. Gilbert was 
not mentioned by name but the resolution spoke of accuracy 
and attention to detail; words which certainly described 
Gilbert's part of the work. Farmers and those connected 
with agriculture subscribed to a fund which amounted to 
more than £1,000-a lot of money in the 1850's; at Lawes' 
request most of this money was used to build a laboratory 
to take the place of the barn which had served as a work 
place for a number of years. 

About this time the special fertilizer requirements of 
spring sown barley, field beans, oats, mangolds and clover 
received attention. Manuring grassland for hay introduced 
a number of new problems. All treatments changed the 
botanical composition of the herbage and it became neces­
sary to engage a botanist to teach laboratory assistants how 
to separate dried herbage samples into separate species. 
These botanical separations continued until recent times. 

Crops grown in a four course rotation were investi­
gated. Lawes as a farmer knew that growing the same crop 
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in the same place, nE.cessary for the purpose of scientific 
investigation, was not good farming practice. The four 
course made it possible to compare crops grown under simi­
lar conditions of fertility in a rotation with the continuously 
grown experimental crops. Diff ernnces soon became appar­
ent, wheat gave better yields in a rotation than when grown 
in the same field year after year. The possibility of an 
external source of nitrogen cropped up again and it seemed 
that it might be connected with the. red clover grown in 
rotation. 

Weeds were a problem wherever the same crnp was 
repeated year after year in the same place. The cultiva­
tions and time of planting which suited the crop also suited 
other plants which the experimenters did not want. Farm­
ers knew that many weeds reduced the crop by competing 
for the available light, moisture and plant food; just how 
much competition the cereal could stand no one had tried 
to find out. Lawes was naturally interested and his 
approach to the problem of weed competition was original. 
Part of Broadbalk which had grown wheat for a number of 
years was selected as a site for a competition experiment. 
The wheat was not cut at harvest time but left to shed 
seed; as there was a large amount of weed seed in the soil 
the wheat, when it germinated, v as cert2in to have to com­
pete with numerous weeds. 

'l'he Wilderness 

The wheat plant is a product of civilization; it has been 
cultivated for thousands of years. It does not exist in a 
wild state and proved unable to survive without the farmer 
to gather the seed and replant it on land cleaned by cultiva­
tion. After the wheat had ceased to exist the site of the 
competition experiment was left untouched to see what the 
final result would be; in time trees and shrubs began to 
grow from chance seeds brought in by birds or blown by 
the wind. What had been a wheat field became a belt of 
trees and shrubs generally known as the Wilderness. Tall 
trees with trunks a foot or more in diameter and 40 feet 
high have grown up in the last 70 years. 

All Rothamsted experiments showed a considerable 
yearly variation; some years were good and some were bad 
even though the soil treatments were constant. The chief 
cause of variation in yield seemed likely to be the weather, 
and to obtain local weather records meteorological observa­
tions were started. In addition to rain gauges and thermo­
meters, which measured air and soil temperatures, three 
blocks of soil (the largest has a surface area of 4! square 
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yards and is 60 inches in depth) were isol'ated from the 
surrounding soil. Side walls of brick were built and a per­
forated plate inserted below and the whole was supported 
on iron girders. Throughout these operations the blocks of 
soil remained in their original positions. This elaborate 
piece of equipment made possible a direct comparison be­
tween actual rainfall and the amount of water which perco­
lates through the soH. The analyses of the water from 
these and other sources was also of value. 

The Endowment of the Trust 

The Rothamsted experiments had been in progress for 
nearly 50 years when John Lawes, now Sir John Lawes, 
Baronet, implemented a promise he had made many years 
earlier and placed the laboratories and experimental fields 
in the hands of trustees. He endowed the Trust in 1889 with 
£100,000 which he had set aside from the proceeds of. the 
sale of his fertilizer business. Sir John Lawes continued as 
Director and Dr Gilbert worked on a comprehensive account 
of the Rothamsted experiments which was later presented 
in the U.S.A., read by Sir Henry Gilbert himself. In the 
opening sentences of his introductory paper he said, "Had 
the occasion been an ordinary one it would not be expected 
that at the age of 76 I should take the risks of so long a 
journey and the responsibility of delivering a course of 
lectures in this country. But the occasion is not an ordin­
ary one. Systematic experiments at Rothamsted were com­
menced in 1843, so that the present year 1893 is the 50th 
year of their continuance." It was in this year that a 
knighthood was conferred on Henry Gilbert. 

Lawes and Gilbert worked together for seven more 
years ; no two men engaged in scientific research before or 
since have worked together for so long. 

Lawes carried on research at his own expense all his 
life, and by endowing an agricultural trust he made it pos­
sible for the work to continue until its national importance 
was fully recognised, and agricultural research became a 
government responsibility. 

The Broadbalk wheat experiment is now in its 117th 
year and the barley in Hoosfield and the hay experiment in 
the Park are also continued. These are by far the world's 
oldest agricultural experiments and each year attract 
visitors from many countries. 

Scientists working at Rothamsted who still use these 
classical experiments as unique sites for observations and 
obtaining experimental material are indebted to Sir John 
Lawes for their commencement and to Sir Henry Gilbert 
who realised the importance of their continuance. 
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BIRDS ON THE FARM 

( Continued) 

L. W. McCaskill 

THE THRUSH 

The cheery note of the song thrush is the dominant 
note of early spring. It is then we most fully appreciate the 
thrush. There is no fruit for him to despoil, and after the 
winter we are a little more inclined to spare a few moments 
to enjoy his wild song. But if we observe and listen through­
out the year, we will find that the thrush may be heard for 
at least nine months-and probably ten. In fact few other 
birds sing so freely and so long. 

English birds were introduced for various reasons, 
some of them legitimate, some inexcusable. Sentiment 
probably decided the choice of the thrush. The early settlers 
tried to make their adopted land as much like England as 
possible and with this in view they brought in the skylark, 
blackbird and song thrush. At first these birds were lis­
tened to with delight ; they certainly took fruit, but there 
was plenty of fruit and there were few song birds. When 
fruit-growing became a commercial proposition the attitude 
to the birds changed, and the delightful feathered friends 
came to be called by less polite names. We can see the 
harm the birds do ; but the good is "oft interred with their 
bones." 

Today most people would agree that the thrush has 
really been one of our most desirable immigrants. Its real 
home is civilization, especially the closely-planted areas 
such as the suburban gardens. There it is provided with 
the perch from which to sing, the shelter for nesting, the 
insect food and the worms for the young, and berries in 
season. 

It breeds quite early, frequently in August, always by 
September. Close concealment of the nest is not always 
practised, and a little untidiness on the outside may betray 
the situation. Dry grass, straw, small twigs and moss may 
form the framework which is plastered inside with mud, 
clay or perhaps cow dung. I have seen an extra lining made 
by pressing rotten wood into the mud while still damp. As 
it dries this wood hardens to a material like cork. Such a 
nest may be quite waterproof and after heavy rain I have 
seen eggs floating in a pool of water. Four or five eggs are 
the rule, greenish-blue in colour, with deep brown, almost 
black, spots. 

The appetites of young birds are prodigious. When 
digging a piece of old grass to make a garden, I once had 
the chance of observing the capacity of four young birds 
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in a nest in a hedge close by. All the grass grubs dug up 
were collected and placed on a board. Within a few minutes 
of my commencing to dig, the parents would appear and 
pick up the grubs, holding them in the bill until capacity, 
eight in number, was reached. Rapid flight to the nest 
followed, the whole operation being repeated as often as six 
times in an hour. Nor were Porina caterpillars neglected; 
they could take up to four of these at once. 

The food of the adults is varied. Fruits of all kinds 
are relished but insects, slugs, snails, and earthworms com­
prise most of the diet.. Where snails are abundant, we may 
find the thrush's anvil-a stone or similar object on which 
the bird will break the shell of the snail to get at the animal 
inside. Fondness for the flesh of Mollusca will lead 
thrushes to the seashore where univalve shellfish are treated 
like garden snails. 

The hunting of earthworms provides good entertain­
ment for the observer. The habit of the thrush holding its 
head on one side when hunting on a lawn would appear to 
support the common theory that the bird hears the worm 
in its burrow. This is discountenanced, on the other hand, 
by the fact that an alert listening bird usually holds its 
head erect. Moreover, if we investigate the habits of 
worms, we will find that they lie in their burrows during 
the daytime just below the surface. Rather than suppose 
that the hearing of a thrush is so keen that it can hear a 
motionless worm in the burrow, I incline to the belief that 
the keen sight is the all-important factor. 

Mary Webb wrote "When thrushes sing so madly." 
Not only does a thrush sing madly; he sings persistently. 
He is supreme at dawn, when the morning air is sharp and 
challenging and all living things are fresh and vigorous. 
But he sings at mid-day too; and again in the drowsy after­
noon. And he seems to sing himself to sleep at dusk. He 
sings in all but the worst of weathers. He sings ten months 
of the year. He sings as freely from the hideous street 
poles as he does from the top of the garden tree. 

He has a variety of notes but the order in which he 
delivers them seems to be improvised. There are low notes 
audible only a few feet away; loud ones heard at distances 
of a quarter of a mile; short phrases alternating with long 
ones; and these again with single notes. Some deliberation 
is evident. He will pause as if to choose from his repertoire; 
when satisfied with a phrase he will repeat it. 

"That's the wise thrush; he sings each song twice over, 
Lest you should think he never could recapture 
The first, fine, careless rapture." 

Often he will repeat it several times before passing on 
to the next. 
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Much entertainment can be rpade from trying to vocal­
ise the notes.. Here are a few: 

"I see you. I see you. I see you." "Did he do it? Did 
he do it? Did he do it?" "I do. I do. I do." "For me. 
For me. For me." "Mrs Bluitt. Mrs Bluitt." "Knee 
deep. Knee deep." "We knew it. We knew it." "Don't 
say no. Don't say no." "For me. For me." 

Of all the dEscriptions of the thrush's song, one of the 
best is that written by Mary Webb. 

"How the thrush sings on the yew bough. You may 
stand close to his tree and watch his bright throat quiver; 
he's so absorbed he nEver hears a footstEp. How thrillingly 
he pleads: 

"Come hither, love, come here, come here to me; 
Now, now, now, to the yew tree bough; 
Sweet dear, sweet dear; mine, mine; 
Come or I come to you, you, you 
Come here, come. here to me." 

Yes, the thrush sings in the air as he flies; he sings 
on the ground; he is afire with song. 

THE BLACKBIRD 

Black in colour, name and reputation, and yet there 
are times when we would not like to be without him; when 
we'd say with Tennyson: 

"O Blackbird; sing me something well, 
While all the neighbours shoot thee round, 

I keep smooth plats of fruitful ground, 
Where thou mayst warble, eat and dwell." 

The early settlers must have known his reputation as 
an eater of fruit, so it must have been a desire to hear his 
silver-tongued notes that caused them to import a bird with 
such a doubtful reputation. First introduced to Nelson in 
1862 it soon appeared to spread to all parts of the country 
and even found its own way to the Kermadecs, the Chat­
hams and the Auckland Islands. 

Few birds are so easily recognized as the male. The 
whole plumage is a glossy jet-black in marked contrast to 
the orange-yellow bill. The general habits are also charac­
teristic. As he descends gently and alights on a post, wire 
fence, tree branch or lawn, the long and handsome tail is 
jauntily raised and lowered until a balance is attained. 

And no other bird behaves so noisily when disturbed. 
Instead of seeking shelter unobtrusively he rushes off im­
petuously, often directly into the open, uttering the while 
the loud, clear, rattling notes of alarm. 
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Cock birds are noted, too, for their general aggressive­
ness to other birds especially during the breeding season. 
Prior to mating all sorts of encounters occur, sometimes 
between a pair of birds, but more often there will be a 
tournament in which five or six birds take part. Of course 
the noise and bustle is out of all proportion to any damage 
done to the contestants. 

The hen is much duller in colour and more retiring in 
habit. The body feathers are dusky brown with the under­
parts striped and mottled in a way that varies considerably 
among individuals. Normally the bill is dark brown with 
some yellowish marks; it may be dull yellow with a brown 
tip. 

Nest building seems to be the prerogative of the hen. 
She even gathers the materials unaided by the cock who 
prefers to proclaim his virtues in song. A great variety of 
situation is chosen. Hedges and low bushes are favoured 
if near civilization; sometimes the nest will be hidden in the 
recesses of a gorse bush, at others it is placed in the open 
as if to invite discovery. Often the exterior is left ragged 
with the stray ends of grass, straw, leaves or twigs used in 
the framework. Inside this is a layer of mud or clay and 
finally an inner layer of fine grasses. 

Four or five eggs are the normal clutch. As many as 
seven may be found. Usually they are of a bluish-green 
ground colour with freckles or streaks of red-brown or grey. 
Incubation is almost exclusively the work of the female but 
on occasion a cock bird will relieve the hen while she goes 
in search of food. The same nest may be used for a second 
brood. 

Gardeners may plant rowans, cotoneasters, hawthorns 
and similar trees for the beauty of their berries in autumn 
and winter. Blackbirds take a very utilitarian view of such 
amenities with the result that the trees may be stripped 
even before the berries have ripened. 

As an economic pest the blackbird favours the orchard 
rather than the farm. Its fondness for soft fruits turns the 
hand of every orchadist against it. The fact that it may 
feed its young on berries at an age when nearly all other 
birds provide insects, increases the debit balance against the 
blackbird. 

The ability of the blackbird to live in the New Zealand 
bush must also be held against it, as there it feeds on berries 
which otherwise might be available as food for useful native 
species. In the spread of blackberry and sweet-briar the 
blackbird also plays an important part. In spite of all this 
the bird does eat insects and small animals of various kinds. 
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Near mud flats it may be seen to hunt for small crabs after 
the manner of a kingfisher. 

In the normal season the blackbird's song period is 
from July to January. The notes are mellow and flute-like, 
lacking wide range but compensating for this by great 
variety. An individual may develop a phrase peculiar to 
himself and may be identified by this phrase throughout 
the season. 

Whereas the thrush usually prefers to sing from the 
tree-top or the tip of a branch, the blackbird prefers semi­
seclusion among the foliage. Nor does he favour one regu­
lar perch as does the thrush. As he develops his song he 
will move from one branch to another; he may even sing 
while changing position., 

Apart from true song there are characteristic notes 
such as the "chuck, chuck" when the morning worm is 
sought; a metallic "chink" is also uttered when feeding; and 
the frequently repeated "tak, tak, tak" at roosting time, 
monotonous, even exasperating in its repetition. 

Blackbirds always play an important part in the dawn 
chorus. Here is one of the best descriptions. 

"Before· the listener is properly awake the first notes 
of the chorus have stolen out into the grey, meditative 
silence. They are sung by thrushes in the blossom-laden 
apple trees; drowsily at first, but gathering in number and 
volume as the minutes advance. Through them like drops 
of molten gold, bow the glorious mellow phrases of black­
birds, announcing as it were, the themes of the symphony, 
until every bush and tree seems to sway in the flood of song. 
Then later, the chorus begins to dwindle and subside, the 
different notes going out like c�ndles in the wind, until in 
scarcely more than an hour there is nothing left but the 
desultory singing of a few, persistent soloists.' 

If you listen carefully to these dawn choruses in late 
winter or early spring, I am sure you will agree that it is 
the song of the blackbird that gives tone and spirit to the 
whole. A dozen species of birds may be taking part but 
the notes of the blackbird are the ones the chorus could 
least spare. 
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