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Relics With Much to Tell About Bird
Diets May Be Lost to Time

By SARAH FECHT

At first glance, the contents of the 15 glass jars in Sam Droege’s collection do not look like much
— bivalve shells, twigs, a fishhook. But they hint at a story that would fill a vast ornithological
library. In fact, they once did.

The jars are the remnants of the federal government’s first major study of birds. From 1885 to
the 1940s, scientists from the Division of Economic Ornithology in the Agriculture Department
dissected at least 230,000 bird stomachs. The aim was to determine which species were helping
farmers and which were harmful.

To do so, the government scientists went out shooting, and recruited local hunters to donate
birds’ innards to science. At the dissection table, the scientists recorded the stomach contents of
each bird in meticulous detail — for one mallard duck, a scientist estimated that it had eaten
72,710 seeds from various plants — and preserved many of them in jars at the Patuxent Wildlife
Research Center in Maryland.

They created “an incredible treasure,” said Carola Haas, a wildlife ecologist at Virginia Tech,
who has used the collection in her research.

“Even if we wanted to repeat this work, at enormous expense, we couldn’t do it,” Dr. Haas
added. “These records preserve information from a period in time that is now gone.”

And so are almost all of the jars, which numbered in the thousands. Most were discarded for
fear they contained cancer-causing formaldehyde, said Matthew C. Perry, a retired biologist at
Patuxent. It appears that the 15 jars held by Mr. Droege, another biologist there, are the last
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ones in existence.

The 230,000 notecards that accompanied the jars sit in a musty basement, mostly forgotten.
And they too may face destruction. As with many other historical collections, the United States
Geological Survey, which now runs the center, has neither the personnel to digitize the
collection nor the space to archive it properly. “If I disappear,” Mr. Droege said, “there will be
no one left to champion it.”

The scientists who helped gather the collection published hundreds of articles, and even a few
books, describing the food habits of more than 400 native species. Dozens of other scientists
have used the collection to study how birds’ feeding habits, distribution and abundance have
changed over the past 100 years. The collection, undertaken to determine how birds were
harming humans, can now be used to determine how humans are harming birds.

Dr. Haas is using the collection to study how agricultural practices have changed bird diets. She
said that during the 1950s, farmers in the South were encouraged to replace native grasses with
cool-season grasses, which could provide food for livestock earlier in the springtime. Now
several grassland birds are declining, and Dr. Haas suspects that it is because of the switch to
nonnative grasses.

Jean-Francois Ouellet, a doctoral student at the University of Quebec at Rimouski, is using the
collection to study evolutionary relationships between a bird’s size and the quality of what it
eats. He said the collection was helpful for its detailed information about hundreds of birds
across the country over different time periods.

The collection may also be useful in reconstructing historical environments, or understanding
migration habits. Dr. Haas said that as she was sifting through the card collection, the notes
about a group of meadowlarks from Florida caught her eye. “Normally we think of meadowlarks
as a grassland bird,” she said, “but these had all eaten longleaf pine seeds. Then I noticed they
were all female.”

The males and females of some species look alike and cannot be distinguished unless they are
dissected. Since the Patuxent scientists had already cut open the birds to take out the gullet and
gizzard, it had been easy to determine the sex of each specimen as well.
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So Dr. Haas was able to use the card collection to find a second meadowlark population farther
north, on Long Island, that was 80 percent male. She thinks this is evidence that the species
may have differential migration patterns. In endangered species, information like that could
help with conservation efforts.

Over the years, various Patuxent scientists have served as stewards of the collection. Mr. Droege
inherited it from Mr. Perry, and Mr. Perry inherited it from a scientist named Francis M. Uhler.
Who will care for it next is unknown; Mr. Perry says most scientists just aren’t interested.

As it happened, an art gallery was. The gallery, Proteus Gowanus in Brooklyn, has been
pursuing the theme of migration, and its director, Tamara Pittman, put out a call for interesting
objects on that theme.

The jars were recently replaced by a new exhibition, “Future Migrations.” The jars are now lined
up in Ms. Pittman’s living room, awaiting their own migration back to Patuxent and an
uncertain future.
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