
We live in central Prince Edward 
Island; another part of our 

good fortune is in having intelligent 
and engaging neighbours, some of 
whom wear feathers. Especially impor-
tant among these are the local crows 
and ravens, members of that fascinat-
ing group of birds, the corvid family. 

We are on close terms with the 
ravens in particular — we often visit 
back and forth, and speak to them 
whenever possible. On an average day 
the nearest pair will check out our 
yard and the surrounding fields sever-
al times, sometimes together, some-
times singly. Usually, we see them on 
the wing. They slide over the 
hedgerows, startling in their size and 
colour, then fade magically into tiny 

specks hundreds of metres 
above us. We may be earth-bound, but 
never alone. 

Ravens often seem to fly for the 
same reason as private pilots — not to 
get anywhere special, but for pure 
pleasure. We recognize a pair of them 
coming down the valley, flying in strict 
formation, one slightly behind and 
below the other, but only a wing-span 
or two apart. They change direction 
with the grace and skill of ballroom 
dancers, disappearing over a hill and 
reappearing perhaps half a mile away, 
still in perfect synchrony. Sometimes a 
flight of four or five will pass, practic-
ing aerobatics as they go. At times it's 
as busy as an airport around here. 

Flying for fun may be a social activi-
ty, but foraging is more often done by 
a single bird: finding food is a serious 
business. We leave eggs of appropriate 
ripeness in an artificial nest in the 
yard. A lone raven will look them over 
during several fly-pasts, each time 
coming lower and lower. Finally, he 
will hover like a helicopter for a few 
seconds, then swoop and seize an egg 
with the absolute minimal time spent 
on the ground. A food-carrying raven 
is fast and secretive, perhaps to avoid 
being mobbed by other keen-eyed 
corvids. If the food source is more sub-
stantial (a raccoon carcass, for 
instance) several birds may share. The 
tasty bits may be consumed on the 
spot, or torn off and spirited quickly 
away. Such take-out dining is common 
in the animal kingdom, where the 
eater is often in danger of becoming 
the eaten, or at least being elbowed 
away from the table. 

Ravens and their relatives are signif-
icant neighbours — often seen, much 
appreciated, not well understood. Such 
inter-species relationships are best not 

over-analyzed; 
perhaps to the birds we 
are only food providers (and poten-
tial fare). We hope there is more to it 
than that. 

Black (and other) Basics 

Speaking taxonomically, corvids are 
perching songbirds with stout beaks, 
feet, and legs; the fourth or fifth prima-
ry feather in their capable wings is the 
longest. They are common residents; 
they may be seen and heard almost 
everywhere throughout the year. Jays 
crowd urban and suburban feeders, 
often to the despair of bird-watchers 
looking for rarer, more peaceable 
species. With crows and ravens, how-
ever, familiarity has not led to indiffer-
ence or mild antagonism. Human reac-
tion to them has always been decided-
ly strange. At various times, they have 
been despised and hunted as danger-
ous nuisances, or feared — even 
revered — as a visible part of the spirit 
world. A vast mythology (and rather 
less science) colours our dealing with 
these birds. 

Speaking of colour, why are crows 
and ravens black? Many other corvids 
are quite colourful, even flamboyant. 
In European mythology, the funereal 
crow colour is associated with wisdom, 
with knowledge and leadership, and 
also with battle and death. North 
American aboriginal cultures have 
many fine tales of raven's intelligence, 
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cunning, wit, and power. The 
Northern Athabascan has raven as cre-
ator, originally as white as snow, turn-
ing black after he killed his evil broth-
er. Less romantically, some scientists 
suggest that black is a useful colour 
for a large bird, highly visible to warn 
off competitors during the day, unseen 
at night, when enemies such as the 
horned owl are hunting. So, even a 
simple attribute such as colour may 
have many equally valid explanations. 

Relatives may be mistaken for each 
other, and thus crows and ravens are 
often misidentified. The raven is much 
bigger, but at a distance, without a 
scale, this difference is not always obvi-
ous. In flight, the shape of the tail is a 
good mark: that of the raven is quite 
rounded or tapered, while the crow 
prefers to wear his in a more blunt cut. 
Ravens are also better at aerobatics. 
Black birds that soar high on the windi-
est of days, riding the updrafts and then 
folding their wings to free-fall towards 
the ground before spreading them 
again, are almost certainly ravens. At 
rest, crows and ravens are most easily 
distinguished by their heads: ravens 
have very heavy, somewhat hooked 
bills, feathers covering the nasal pas-
sages, and, often, a feathery dewlap 
under the chin, giving them a some-
what shaggy look. Crows are much 
sleeker in appearance; they lack this 
nasal and throat feathering, 
and have smaller bills. Indeed, 
the crow's specific name, 
brachyrhychos, translates 
roughly as "short-billed." 

Hollywood has not helped 
in the problem of distinguish-
ing crows from ravens. In 
1993 an odd movie called The 
Crow was released. The title 
role was played by two excel-
lent ravens. The lead raven 
("Magic") enlivens an other-
wise rather dull tale of rape, 
murder, arson, and poor civic 
government. In a more classi-
cal film, Hitchcock's The 
Birds, sleazy special effects 
were used to give crows a 
bad name. The famous attack 
on a human was staged by 
tying the birds to her clothes 
with fishing leader — instead 
of assaulting her, they were 
desperately trying to escape. 

Bird calls always help in 
identification; the voices of 
crows and ravens are quite 

distinct. While both have a wide vocabu-
lary with many different calls (including 
the startling ability to mimic many 
sounds), the raven's voice is much 
deeper, as befits its size. It croaks, while 
crows caw. Probably for amusement — 
no one can think of any other good rea-
son — both may bark like dogs, or even 
whistle. Otherwise, crows and ravens 
use their vocalizations for much the 
same reasons as humans do: to point 
out food, or danger, or simply to main-
tain status within a society. 

Corvids are, in general, social birds. 
Their lives re-volve around a complex 
(and in human terms, admirable) family 
structure. Both crows and ravens begin 
family planning earlier in the year than 
other songbirds. In late January and 
February, ravens begin collecting sticks 
— often quite large — to repair last 
year's nest or begin another. Crows 
start this same activity about a month 
later. Both crows and ravens are 
monogamous and show nest fidelity: 
the pair will return to the same nest 
year after year unless it has been 
destroyed over the winter. Crows gen-
erally nest in trees, occasionally on 
power poles, and, rarely, on the ground. 
Ravens share the same preference for 
height, although they prefer more 
secluded sites. Both male and female 
help build the nest, which consists of a 
stick-and-branch exterior lined with 

Fade to black: telling ravens (left) and crows apart. 

grass, earth, wool, fur, hair, and other 
soft materials. From the ground these 
nests look like the most casual of con-
structions, but on closer examination 
some excellent engineering is apparent. 

A raven pair may maintain several 
nests, sometimes occupying two or 
more alternately, but they also appear 
to use unoccupied nests as decoys. The 
decoy nest is built in a conspicuous 
location, often high in a hardwood tree, 
and maintained through the nesting 
season, although no eggs are laid there. 
The "real" nest is likely to be nearby, 
but better camouflaged. This behaviour 
seems intended to deceive predators 
waiting to prey on eggs or young. 

Crows and ravens lay three to six 
eggs. Raven eggs first appear in the 
nest in March; crows follow in April. If 
the birds have started late because of 
weather, or have lost eggs to predation, 
hatching may be delayed a month or 
two. Egg colouring and marking vary 
widely, with a base in the green/blue 
spectrum, but with highly varied over-
tones provided by speckling, blotching 
and streaking — camouflage seems to 
be the name of the game. 

The female incubates the eggs, and 
during this time it is common to see 
the male foraging alone or carrying 
food back to his mate. The incubation 
period for both species is generally 18 
days, although ravens sometimes go a 

day longer. Young may be 
found in the nest in early 
April, for ravens, and May, 
for crows. Such forward 
hatching allows the corvids 
to take advantage of the 
eggs and young of other 
birds to feed their own fami-
lies. Primary responsibility 
for brooding the hatchlings 
falls to the female, but male 
crows and ravens will take 
over this duty occasionally 
to allow the female to feed. 
As the young grow, they are 
fed mostly meat: insects, 
small mammals, roadkill, 
refuse — whatever their par-
ents can find. 

Young crows fledge in 
about five weeks, ravens in 
six, although they are not 
abandoned by their parents 
at this time. Growth to full 
maturity is a rather slow 
process for young ravens — 
perhaps not surprising for a 
bird that may live for several 
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In many cultures, the crow is a harbinger of death. 

decades. For two or three years the 
adolescent birds remain with their 
parents, assisting in nest repair and 
foraging together. (For ravens, truly, 
the family that preys together stays 
together.) Both crows and ravens 
have evolved complex family and 
social relationships that have obvious 
human parallels in our clan systems. 

One Crow Sorrow 

Highlanders believed that the landing 
of a crow on a house-roof meant death 
within the year; perhaps some of the 
long persecution of this bird may be 
explained as preventive medicine. Such 
ancient disfavour is compounded by 
modern suspicions: farmers often con-
sider them a nuisance (crows love a 
newly planted cornfield) and are also 
efficient nest-robbers, preying on per-
haps more appealing bird species. They 

*One of the authors recalls winning a prize, sev-
eral boxes of 12-gauge shells, much appreciated. 

are thus often shot on sight, and are not 
protected on Prince Edward Island. 

Random shooting gives at best 
rather casual control, and so, legisla-
tors often established systems of 
bounty payments for body parts of 
those animals considered to be pests. 
Locally, crows and ravens joined the 
bounty list (which over the years have 
included bears, wildcats, owls, skunks, 
raccoons, and foxes) in 1951. Through 
the 1950s about 15,000 pairs of 
crow/raven feet were turned over to 
government, costing the province 
some $2,100. Crow shooting contests 
were even held.* There was no notice-
able effect on corvid numbers. Crows, 
like most "pests," prospered, and like 
many another misconceived govern-
ment program, the bounty system is 
no longer in effect. 

Two Crows Joy 

Despite persecution, corvids have pros-
pered in the northern hemisphere. The 
aptly-named American Crow can be 

found as far north as the Northwest 
Territories, as far south as Texas and 
on both the Atlantic and Pacific Coasts. 
The Northern Raven has an even 
greater range, including all Canadian 
provinces and territories, the northern 
and western United States, and much of 
Europe, Asia and northern Africa. 
There have been reports that the raven 
is expanding its North American range 
to include the Appalachian area of the 
eastern United States. 

The success of corvids may be attrib-
uted, at least in part, to their adaptabili-
ty. Unlike more specialized birds 
(crossbills, for example, which adapted 
to eating the seeds of evergreen trees), 
both crows and ravens feed and nest in 
many landscapes. In 1891, Island natu-
ralist Francis Bain wrote of crows dig-
ging clams along the shore and fishing 
smelts from the brook, as well as feed-
ing on insects from the fields, nuts and 
seeds from local woodlands, and refuse 
from yards and roadsides. Corvids are 
true omnivores, able to find food from 
whatever is available, be it animal or 
plant, living or dead. With animals, they 
begin with the soft parts such as eyes 
and intestines, but if undisturbed will 
strip a carcass until nothing is left but 
scattered bones. 

While crows seem to have been 
ubiquitous across recorded history on 
Prince Edward Island, the raven seems 
to have been both here and gone. John 
Stewart's Account of Prince Edward 
Island in 1806 makes no mention of 
them. Two decades later, John 
MacGregor has them on his list of 
Island birds, while Rev. George 
Sutherland, writing in 1860, declared 
them "common." And yet, the 
redoubtable Francis Bain had nothing 
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to say of ravens, which were all but 
absent from the Island in his time. In 
1905 another noted naturalist, John 
MacSwain, wrote that the crow was a 
very common Island resident, but he 
lists the raven as only an accidental visi-
tor, rare enough for him to note that 
two were shot at Montague in March, 
1904 — an example of what is often 
called shotgun ornithology. 

By the 1930s, ravens were becoming 
more common, and at least one pair had 
nested successfully in 1934 and '35 in 
Marshfield. During this time, they were 
present mainly in Kings County, with 
smaller numbers in Queens and Prince 
Counties; there are records of a raven 
being shot in Lot 11 in 1938. By 1947, 
Blythe Hurst reported that ravens were 
not uncommon in eastern Kings 
County. Today, both crows and ravens 
are abundant on the Island, with crows 
outnumbering ravens roughly ten to 
one depending on habitat. The apparent 
spread of ravens does not require elabo-
rate explanation. Such changes in num-
ber and range are the rule rather than 
the exception for many familiar species, 
including notable Islanders such as the 
raccoon and coyote. 

Three Crows A Letter 

Perhaps nothing in crow behaviour is as 
familiar, or as little appreciated, as their 

autumn/winter gath-
ering into large 
roosting flocks. In 
late afternoon they 
gather as purposeful-
ly as commuters in a 
central area; they 
may fly for miles to a 
favourite spot. For 
years the Char-
lottetown landfill site 
provided food for 
many crows. These 
were studied, more 
or less willingly, by 
several groups of 
biology students 
from the University 
of Prince Edward 
Island. The students 
followed the birds as 
they left the landfill -
about mid-afternoon 
in the winter months 

out through 
Winsloe to a spruce 
grove roosting site 

Family Matters 

L Taxon 

Order; Passerifarmes 

\ . 
Family: Corvidae, the corvids 

Examples 

Perching birds, numbering over 
5,000 species in total Island 
passeriformes include warblers, 
finches, flycatchers, nuthatches, 
crows, ravens, and jays. In general, 
the familiar songbirds. 

100-f- species worldwide, 
including jackdaws, jays, magpies, 
nutcrackers, crows, and ravens. In 
addition to our heroes, the Island 
has two non-crow corvids; 
the common Blue Jay and 
the much-less-seen Grey Jay. 

in Ebe-nezer; they estimated that about 
2,000 crows followed this pattern each 
day. Incidentally, students confirmed 
that "as the crow flies" is anything but 
in a straight line. On arriving at the 
roost, and again before leaving in the 
morning a great deal of noisy discus-
sion occurred — among both crows and 
students. 

Other Charlotte-town corvid activi-
ty did not escape the eagle eye of poet 
Milton Acorn. In 1983 he wrote a 
lengthy and sometimes obscure letter 
to the Char-lottetown Guardian, com-
menting on ra-ven language and 
behaviour, particular^ as omen-givers: 
"Beware of omen in Victoria Park, 
however, for that's raven school, and 
the adolescents will frequently enact 
scenarios just for practice." 

Leaving omens aside, crow roosting 
in the city, especially near Victoria 
Park, has often made the news. Early 
Island naturalists confirm that this has 
been a popular meeting place for at 
least 100 years. Writing with his typi-
cal elegance, Francis Bain noted in 
1891, "Until recently, a grove in 
Charlottetown Park was the trysting 

True crows and ravens. About 40 
species are known but only two are 
local: the Northern Raven (Corvus 
corax) and the American Crow 
(Corvus brachyrhynchos) 

place for central Queens County. I 
have seen three thousand crows going 
at sundown, on a calm autumn 
evening, in one long, black silent 
stream of quivering pinions to this 
favourite resting place." A century 
later, on 16 January 1992, the 
Guardian complained that they were 
still at it: ". . . new owners are noisily 
courting, carousing and causing no 
end of disturbance . . ." The remark 
was not a reference to the usual bar-
scene uptown, but to thousands of 
crows roosting in trees near 
Government House and making what 
was described as a devil of a racket. 

One might think that Charlottetown 
was under some sort of crow hex. The 
following year hundreds of crows 
moved into the East End and were 
accused of disturbing the sleep of ordi-
nary residents and at least one city offi-
cial. In spite of his enforced wakeful-
ness, Councillor Richard Brown resist-
ed the usual firearms remedy. In an 
Evening Patriot article titled "Murder 
of Crows Threatening Sleep," he com-
mented that "You can't have four or 
five, or 10 or 20 shooters shooting 
crows all over the place — it wouldn't 
be safe." From a safe distance, biolo-
gist Randy Dibblee suggested that 
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Crows and ravens are 
model parents - by 
human standards of 
conduct The young 
are fed by both par-
ents and while they 
fledge in five to six 
weeks, the family unit 
stays together for two 
or three years. "Both 
crows and ravens 
have evolved complex 
family and social 
relationships that 
have obvious human 
parallels in our clan 
systems." 

crows are really very interesting, and 
recommended that people get out of 
bed, take notice, and enjoy their morn-
ing coffee with these birds. Good 
advice, applicable to many a potentially 
confrontational situation. 

Four Crows A Boy 

Crow-counting may be useful for pre-
dicting the sex of unborn children (so 
says Mother Goose), but perhaps 
while we are counting the crows, they 
are counting us. Many hunters believe 
that corvids can count: if two people 
enter a wood and only one emerges, 
the birds seem to know that there is 
still danger there. Simple arithmetic is, 
for them, a useful survival skill. Is this 
a sign of "intelligence"? We have diffi-
culty in defining and measuring this 
attribute in humans, let alone corvids. 
However, we know that they have 
elaborate language, can manipulate 
simple tools, are playful mimics. 
Literature through the ages, from 
Aesop and Samuel to modern scientific 
journals, attests to corvid wit. 

Working in pairs, ravens will steal 
fish from otters. As an otter leaves the 
water with a fish, one raven will fly' 
down and pull its tail. When it turns to 
deal with this diversion,the other will 
fly off with the fish. There are also 

accounts of ravens leading wolves to 
caribou in winter, then joining in the 
clean-up for their reward. Ravens 
enjoy snow-slides, taking turns sliding 
down a new drift, laughing all the way 
(so to speak). 

Countless such observations con-
firm the basic smarts of these birds. 
Unlike the dodo and (probably) the 
piping plover, corvids have learned to 
live with humans — no easy art, as 
countless other species prove by their 
absence. That, in itself, recommends 
our interest. Edward Horbush knew 
what he was talking about. In Birds of 
Massachusetts and other New England 
States, he made this simple testament: 
"If a person knows only four birds, one 
of them will be the Crow. He is well 
worth knowing. Each crow is a charac-
ter." So did Edgar Allan Poe. There is 
a story that he first considered making 
a parrot the hero of his famous poem. 
Luckily, he thought again, and turned 
to the dark, foreboding, mystical mis-
chievous raven. Wisdom sometimes 
triumphs. 

Sources 

Lawrence Kilham's American Crow 
and Common Raven (Texas A&M 
University Press, 1989) is an excellent 
first-hand account of the life of these 

birds, as is Bernd Heinrich's Raven in 
Winter (Summit Books, 1989). 
Catherine Elston's Ravensong (North-
land Publishing, 1991) has fascinating 
stories from aboriginal cultures; she 
also is eloquent on the impact that 
ravens have had on her life. We 
strongly recommend Bird Brains by 
Candace Savage (Sierra Club, 1995), 
which features admirable writing, sci-
ence, and photography. Island histori-
cal accounts were obtained from a 
number of sources in the Island collec-
tion at the University of Prince 
Edward Island. 

There is much good information on 
corvids on the Internet. The authors 
are proud members of ASCAR 
(American Society of Crows and 
Ravens) which may be reached at: 
http://www.azstarnet.com/~serres/. MM 
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