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HOUSE No. 2049

SPECIAL REPORT OF THE BOARD OF COMMIS-
SIONERS ON FISHERIES AND GAME, UNDER
CHAPTER 70 OF THE RESOLVES OF 1913, REL-
ATIVE TO THE HABITS OF THOSE BIRDS
COMMONLY KNOWN AS PHEASANTS.

Chapter 70, Resolves of 191

Resolve relative to an Investigation and Report by the
Board of Commissioners on Fisheries and Game relative
to Pheasants.

Resolved, That the board of commissioners on fisheri
is hereby directed to make an investigation as to the habits of those
birds commonly known as pheasants, which have been brought into
this commonwealth, with special reference to the damage alleged toTC

ited fields, and other propertv
and further to determine if the food of these pheasants consists in
part of insects, especially of the so-called brown tail and gypsy moths.
The said board shall report the results of this investigation to the
general court not later than the first day of January, nineteen hundred
and fourteen. [Approved April 26, 1913.

In presenting this report the Commissioners on Fisheries
and Game seek to assume a judicial aspect, and to state
facts and generalizations based thereon, rather than to pre-
sent a large volume of testimony.

The pheasant was originally introduced into Massachu-
setts by the late Commissioner E. A. Brackett, through the
co-operation of Mr. S. Forehand of Worcester and of Judge
O. N. Denney of Oregon (at that time Consul General at
Shanghai, ( hina), solely for the benefit of sportsmen for

Qe Commontoealti) of spassadjusetts.
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food and recreation, and incidentally to divert attention of
the sportsmen from the native birds, which at that time
(1896) already showed signs of diminution in many locali-
ties. The present report will show that the birds have
done more than was originally expected and that proper
consideration of the problems involved is much more im-
portant than could have been readily foreseen. Since 1896
from 100 to 2,500 pheasants have been annually distributed
by the commissioners to applicants in all parts of the State.
Many eggs and young have also been sent out. Numerous
private persons have introduced and liberated pheasants on
large estates in all sections of the Commonwealth. During
the past two years there has been marked activity among
breeders, acting under authority of chapter 567, Acts of 1912.
Many birds have escaped and thus aided in stocking the
surrounding country.

The natural history of the pheasant is an interesting one.
Briefly stated, the original Phasianus colchicus was brought
from the banks of the River Phasis in Colchis, and according
to legend was carried into Europe by the Argonauts. It
was introduced into Britain by the ancient Romans, prob-
ably very early. The written records go back to A.D. 1056.
The present wild “pheasant” most frequently is a hybrid
made up of random crosses of Phasianus colchicus (a native
of Asia Minor, but spreading north to the Volga and east
into Greece and Italy) with other species, Phasianus tor-
quatus, the ring-necked pheasant,” found in China and other
Asiatic countries, and Phasianus mongolicus, the true Mon-
golian pheasant, and Phasianus versicolor, the Japanese or
green pheasant. The particular birds with which the start
was made in Massachusetts were a pure or nearly pure
strain of P. torquatus, “ring-neck” or China pheasant,
brought about 1881 from China by Judge O. N. Denney of
Oregon, and by him in 1894 given to the late Commissioner
Brackett, and erroneously referred to as the Mongolian
pheasant in earlier reports. The ordinary weight of the bird
ranges from 2Yi to pounds. The males, of showy
plumage, are much more alert, fly more readily, and are con-
sequently more often seen. The females, on the other hand,
remain concealed; therefore, to the ordinary observer, mis-



1914.1 HOUSE —No. 2049. 5

taken opinions of the relative number of the sexes may
arise on account of these habits. The cocks and hens during
the larger portion of the year remain in separate flocks.
The weakest point in the natural history of the bird is that
many individuals roost on the ground, and thus become an
easy prey to cats, foxes and predatory animals.

The particular qualities which have caused extensive dis-
tribution of the pheasant are that of all the game birds they
are specially adapted for artificial propagation. The eggs
may be secured in large numbers, the average yield per hen
under favorable conditions running from 50 to 80. The
highest record known to the writer is 108 eggs in one season,
and an average of 80 for a flock of 18 hens. The breeding
stock may readily be procured in any quantity at a relatively
low price. It stands confinement fairly well, is hardy in the
New England winters, and, if it has sufficient range, will
seek out the swamps and spring holes, which are rarely
frozen, and there procure an
mented by such fruits, berries
the winter, by evergreen leave:

abundance of food, supple-
and seeds as persist through
and buds, and by hibernat-

ing insects. It is, as a species, fairly resistant to diseases
and avian parasites. The young under favorable condi-
tions, which can be developed wellnigh anywhere, can be
readily reared in large quantities. As in the case of poultry,
the number of persons who can rear pheasants by the thou-
sand is limited when compared to those who are able to
raise a small number. Therefore, if the pheasant is to be
maintained, the supply must come, as in the case of poultry,
from a large number of small breeders rather than from
wholesale production on a large scale. The most satisfactory
method is to hatch the eggs under hens or by incubators,
and rear the young in brooders or with hens until four to
eight weeks old, at which time they are able to care for
themselves and become impatient of restraint. The brood
then separate until autumn, when they unite in flocks, made
up, often, exclusively of males or females. In Germany and
England, where pheasant rearing has been carried on ex-
tensively and successfully for many generations, it is re-
ported that about three-fourths of the hatch may “come to
gun,” but more frequently more than one-half fall victims
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to "the moving accidents of flood and field.” From 1896
to 1906 in Massachusetts the pheasants increased rather
rapidly. Chapter 482, Acts
of one month (November), ;
3,000 cock pheasants were k
chapter 477, Acts of 1908, i
lished. Since then there ha

of 1906, made an open season
nd it was estimated that about
gaily killed (1906). In 1908, by

- close season was again estab-
e been no open seasons; but
i by cats, dogs and illegal hunt-large numbers have been kilk

ing, the chief offenders being the man with the automobile
and the Italian, who has previous knowledge of the habits
of this bird. Both these groups of persons have special ad-
vantages which make infractions of law difficult of detection.

During the past two years numerous complaints have been
made relative to damage to farm crops. Many verbal com-
plaints have been received of which we have no x-ecord. Of
the formal reports which have been filed at this office, 21
persons complained of damage to corn, 15 to garden truck,
3to peas, 2to tomatoes, 2to fruit, Ito potatoes. In many
instances the potential value of the crop partially or wholl
destroyed reaches several hundred dollars, instances bein
cited where three entire plantings of early sweet corn were
pulled up. In some cases fictitious claims have been made
where the damage attributed to the pheasants was done by
domestic fowl and by crows. There is no question that in
certain localities where the pheasants have increased abnor-
mally very great damage may result unless an effective check
is applied, and while in many instances real damage has
been done to crops, we have many unsolicited testimonials
to the fact that pheasants, though numerous, have never
done appreciable damage.

Many verbal complaints have been made relative to dam-
ge to quail and to ruffed grouse, but almost invariably they

take the form of the statement that “before the pheasants
became so numerous we had large flocks of quail and part-
ridge feeding on our grounds through the winter months
The pheasants, however, have driven them away, and a
quail or partridge is a rare sight in this vicinity at the pres
ent time.” In the great majority of instances, however,
these are to be ascribed to incomplete observations. In the
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neighborhood of cities and towns quail disappear on account
of the multitude of cats and other enemies. The ruffed
grouse disappear with the destruction of the covers, and
their place is taken by the pheasant, which has the power
to increase under conditions so unfavorable that quail and
ruffed grouse have been extirpated. Over against this testi-
mony is the observation in Oregon, where in the Willamette
valley there is a dense bird population, made up of pheas-
ants, ruffed grouse and at least two varieties of quail, all of
which are living together in harmony. In places, however,
where there would be a competition for food, doubtless the
pheasant, being the stronger bird, would displace the quail,
though in general there should be abundant food for both
these species.

More conclusive is the testimony from records of the great
shooting estates in England, Scotland and Germany, where
for at least two generations accurate records have been kept
of the number of birds produced annually on each estate.
These records show conclusively that there has been no dim-
inution in the number of native grouse and quail, and no
displacement of these birds by the introduced and naturalized
pheasant, which is here produced in larger quantities than

midon anv similar area in the w

Mr. Dallas Lore Sharp wri

lelpedIn reply to your inqui )

liber: State ar

who, far from discouraging their

1 agreements with the warden to protect and feed them durir
the next closed season, or until they got a hold. Riding from Cor-

Portland
ut-off wheat fields. Willame
illage folk feeding and carir

warden’s protection when they are illegally shot. Some complair

came m

I had a large garden right among them and never suffered at
The State as a whole is trememdously interested in them
Ie last twenty years has done everything to increase their number.re

New and more rigorous laws have been enacted irbeen enacted in the last year for
their protection and thousands of young birds have been “planted’
over the State from the great game farm.
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They are beautiful, interesting, useful, and so easily taken care of
when they (if they ever do) become too numerous that from every
point of view they seem to me most desirable.

Sensational newspaper accounts of cannibalism among
pheasants would not have been written had pains been taken
to investigate the facts.

The sportsman’s objections, which ten years ago were fre-
quent and vehement on the ground that pheasants not only
drove out the grouse and quail, but on account of the habit
of running were “bad for the dogs,” have largely subsided.
Many sportsmen also complained that the propagation of
pheasants was not adapted for our methods of hunting, and
deplored the possible tendency to European conditions of
land ownership. The majority of sportsmen to-day agree
with us that these reports appear to have little basis of fact.
The more valid objections, however, to which the greatest
weight should be given, are, first, that certain diseases, such
as coccidiosis, amoebiasis, avian tuberculosis and possibly
others, may be brought by imported birds; second, that they
divert necessary attention from our native birds. The im-
ported strangers have a combination of peculiarly attractive
and valuable qualities, such as gorgeous plumage, large size,
rapidity of growth, fine quality of meat, the readiness with
which they are reared, their patience in confinement and
their hardness under neglect and the rigors of our New Eng-
land climate. Such a combination is lacking in any one of
our native birds.

Over against these statements of objection to the birds
are to be placed the benefits which the study of the past
seventeen years has disclosed. Although the pheasant was
introduced solely for the purpose of furnishing a shining
mark for the sportsman, the late Commissioner Brackett
soon observed that both the young and the adult ate large
quantities of gypsy and brown-tail moths, as well as the
pupae and larvae. During the past year special observations
have been made at the Sutton hatchery by Arthur Merriam,
at Concord by Dr. H. B. Bigelow and at Sharon by F. R.
Cushing. The feeding habits of birds running at large have
been observed, and the crops and gizzards of wild pheasants
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killed by accidents and by shooting have been examined; in
other cases various kinds of insects have been fed to enclosed
birds. These observations were made upon both the young
birds and adults.

While the pheasant will kill practically any insects, ben-
eficial or otherwise, the following list of species eaten in large
numbers by pheasants includes most of the serious pests to
farmer and citizen: —•

Tree Pests and Others.Fruit Pests.Pests of the Market Garden.

Tomato or tobacco worm (Sphinx). Codling moth, adults and Tussock moth,
larval.

White grub, adults and larval. Apple maggot, adults and Elm-leaf h
larvte.

Striped cucumber beetle. Tent caterpillar, adults and Tent caterpillar,
larvae.

Black squash bug. Tussock moth, adults and Mosquit
larv

Parsnip web worm. Cherry lice. Flies, house, adults and
larvae.

Wire worms, adults and larva. Plant lice. Flies, blow, adults and
larva.

Cut worms, adults and larva. June bug. Gypsymoths and larva.

Potato beetle. Adults of tree borers. Brown-tail moths and
larva.

Green cabbage worm, larva. Curculio on plum, peach Rose bugs.
and apple.

Corn louse ant.

Asparagus beetle, adults and larv

Weed seeds were eaten in large quantities. Plant lice
(both green, black, woolly and other species) and grass-
hoppers were greedily eaten at any time in preference to
other foods, while rose and potato bugs were eaten only under
stress of hunger. In addition to grasshoppers and crickets,
which were greedily eaten at all times by birds of all ages,
particular attention should be directed to the fact that some
of the most conspicuous farm and garden pests were eaten
in large numbers. The strong bill and agile legs equip the
bird for digging, scratching and running, and enable it to
capture insects, adult, pupae and larvae, below as well as
above ground. Among these are notably wire worms, which
infest many species of cultivated plants and are difficult to
control; the May beetle or white grub, which does much
damage to grass lands, lawns, strawberry beds (both the
adults and larvae were eaten by pheasants four weeks old);
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rose bugs, appearing in early summer and doing great injury
to roses, grapes and other plants; the larvae, which feed on
the roots of plants and are very difficult to control, were
eaten by pheasants three days old; the striped flea beetle,
which feeds upon the leaves of the cabbage, turnip and radish.
The codling moth, a very costly pest of the apple and pear
trees, and the imported cabbage web worm, very destructive
to cabbage, were eaten by pheasants four weeks old. Mos-
quitoes, house flies, blow flies, apple maggots or railroad
worms were eaten in large quantities. Of house flies, three
pheasants five weeks old were observed to eat between 250
and 800 within one half-hour.

The most important insects taken in large quantities were
gypsy and brown-tail moths, both adults and larvse. In ad-
dition to our observations upon the readiness with which a
week-old pheasant tears and devours a full-grown gypsy
moth caterpillar, a typical experience is described by one of
our correspondents, Dr. Henry B. Bigelow of Concord, who
writes that “in the enclosure in which his young pheasants
were kept was a clump of birches, badly infested with gypsy
moths. The first sign that the young birds were eating them
was that I noticed that they ate very little meal, though
growing fast. Thereupon I kept watch, and soon noticed
them jumping for and catching caterpillars which had spun
down from the trees. I then began feeding them on gypsy
caterpillars, which I collected daily here and there in the
woods. They ate them greedily when a week old, and from
then on; but refused the Vanessa antiopa larva. The hairs
do not daunt them; they seize the caterpillar by one end,
beat it on the ground until the hairs are knocked off, and
then swallow it. Thirty or forty two-weeks-old ate a quart
of larvse at a feed, and were ready for more in an hour or so.
Besides the caterpillars. collected for them, they entirely
cleared the birches, so that now there is not a single egg
cluster. They eat the pupae as greedily as the larvae, but
there is little chance for them to get many when at liberty,
as the pupae are usually too high up on the tree trunks. I
have not seen the young pheasants fly into the trees for
worms they only catch them as they spin down or crawl
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down the trunks; but as the most of the worms do so sooner
or later, it seems that a flock of young birds ought to be a
great help on any wood lot.”

Whenever notice was received that pheasants were dam-
aging farm and garden crops, one of our deputies was sent
to kill one or more of the birds while in the very act of de-
stroying farm products, and to bring the bird’s “crop” to
this office for examination. The stomachs thus collected
were preserved in formaldehyde solution and forwarded to
the Biological Survey at Washington for examination and a
report. Although it would be difficult to secure an exhibit
more likely to be unfavorable to the bird, and was therefore
rather unfair, it was our desire to learn the worst which
might be ascribed.

The report from the United States Department of Agri-
culture, Bureau of Bilogical Survey, dated Nov. 22, 1913,
reads:

Following is a statement of th
necked pheasant stomachs recently

contents of the seventeen ring-
ubmitted by you for examination

Avoiding fractions, 22 per cent, of the total food was grain, includ-
ing barley, wheat, oats and corn. The evidence is pretty clear that
all this was waste, except in the case of one bird, which had fed entirely
upon fresh corn, apparently taken from the ear. Twenty-one per cent
of the food consisted of green and ripe tomatoes, and all of this must
be recorded against the birds. Twenty-three per cent, consisted of
weed seeds, including such pests as ragweed, burdock, foxtail and
barnyard grass. Fourteen per cent, consisted of the seeds of butter-
cup and root stocks of trillium. This is of neutral import. Fifteen
per cent, of the food consisted of insects, mainly grasshoppers and
caterpillars of hawk moths.

The weed seeds and insects, together 37 per cent., count in the
pheasants’ favor. The tomatoes and corn referred to above, in all
about 27 per c
practically neutral

The old birds are particularly adept at digging and scratch-
ing in the ground, especially with the bill digging into hard
ground for insect larvae, for roots and bulbs of plants, thus
destroying many insects which hibernate either in the adult
or larval stage.
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W. L. Finley, State game warden of Oregon, a very com-
petent observer and ornithologist, writes:

Examination of a number of Chinese pheasants’ stomachs show
that they eat a considerable amount of wheat, oats, peas and corn,
but this damage is far overbalanced by the amount of noxious weed
seeds, especially the Scotch thistle, which they destroy. They also
destroy large numbers of injurious insects, such as crickets, grass-
hoppers, snails and cutworms. A female pheasant, killed November
1, had 34 grasshoppers, 3 crickets and 8 beetles in its crop, besides 280
noxious weed seeds. Another crop taken in November contained
303 cutworms and 60 blue-fly larvae.

Complaint is sometimes made that the Chinese pheasant drives
out other game birds, but I do not believe this to be a fact.

Apart from the insect-eating capacity of the bird, it has a
high food value as a table bird. The present market price
is $2.50 to $3 a pair, and many thousand dollars’ worth of
pheasants are imported annually.

It would be logical, therefore to increase as much as pos-
sible the number of birds raised in Massachusetts, feed them
upon the insects for the suppression of which the public is
spending annually at least a million dollars, and each autumn
kill the surplus old birds for food. As a by-product of the
propagated birds could be used the feathers which are now
destructively taken in large quantities in China, India and
elsewhere, and purchased in this country at a high price.
The sale of breeding stock of birds and eggs would be a
profitable business for persons having the inclination and
facilities. The live birds sell from $4 to $7 per pair; the eggs
sell at $2O per hundred. The brilliant-colored bird has con-
siderable decorative value in the landscape, and as such is
much sought by owners of large estates and parks.

Many interesting legal questions have arisen in regard to
the relation between the imported pheasant propagated by
the State and by private individuals, but levying to a con-
siderable extent upon the farmers’ crops and thus in large
measure supported by the farmers. This latter, while true,
is only a partial statement of fact and is therefore misleading.
While the official reports received from the Biological Survey
upon investigations made upon the pheasants killed in Mas-
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sachusetts while in the act of destroying crops indicate that
even under the most unfavorable conditions the food of the
pheasant is made up of 27 per cent, material which the
farmer is producing for profit, 37 per cent, of the food is
made up of insects and weeds (which also are levying upon
the farmers’ crops at the same time as the pheasant), while
the remaining 36 per cent, of food is made up of vegetable
matter, roots, buds, bulbs, which are practically neutral.
Thus, while the individual farmer may have actually been
damaged in a very substantial way, the community has been
benefited by the insect-eating value of the pheasant, and
the State should reimburse the farmer for damage to his
crops in cases where substantial damage could be shown; or,
in case of persistent damage, provision should be made for
killing the individual pheasants which have thus acquired
the perverted habit of eating as special food farm products
of particular value to man.

As a general legal proposition, based upon decisions of
the United States Supreme Court relating to wild birds,
the wild pheasant, like any other wild bird, is the property
of the State, and is not the property of the owner of the
land upon which the bird may, for the time being, chance
to be. Possession of wild birds or species which may be-
come wild, or wild birds if legally reduced to possession
and legally held thereafter, entitles the holder to exercise
over such birds such property rights as the Legislature may
determine so long as they are under control; i.e., the Legis-
lature says he may eat them, but that he may not sell
them. If the owner by any chance loses control of the
birds so that their identity becomes uncertain, and it is
no longer possible to distinguish them with certainty from
wild birds, they again become the property of the State.

The following questions were formulated by Hon. J. L.
Ellsworth, then secretary of the Massachusetts State Board
of Agriculture, and forwarded to us with the request that
answers be given. The questions are here given, with
our answers.

1. Do you consider pheasants as the property of the State
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If so, should the State stand the damage done by them,
or should the individual landowner?

The wild pheasants are the property of the public, and
not of the person on whose land they chance to be. The
consensus of opinion, based upon recorded experience of
several generations, and in numerous States and countries,
is that the pheasant is beneficial to the community as a
whole, though it often does damage to certain forms of
property. It is therefore logical that as the public bene-
fits from the presence of the birds, the State should etfi-
cably adjust the loss incurred by the individual, or in any
event, protect his property against excessive and unfair
destruction, thereby preventing any individual from being
compelled to pay an undue part of the cost of maintain-
ing a public utility.

Questions 2 and 3 may be answered together.
2. If the pheasants are the property of the State, cannot

the individual landowner call upon the State to remove
them from his property when they are found actually
doing damage?

3. In a case where it is a known fact that the pheasants
have been hatched and raised upon a person’s land, may
they be considered as the personal property of the owner
of that land?

The status of the pheasant is not unlike that of certain
other birds which at times may be injurious to crops but
in general are beneficial. Such instances are catbirds,
robins, cherry birds (cedar wax wing) et al., which may
peck small fruits belonging to individuals, but amply repay
the community by destruction of injurious insects. When
the full facts concerning the pheasant are known, and
when this bird becomes adjusted to its place on the farm,
as in older countries, it is likely to be regarded as one of
the most profitable farm crops. It is unfortunate that
the damages often done by the birds are conspicuous,
while the attendant benefits are not so readily seen, though
more far-reaching. When all the facts are known, and
proper adjustments made, the landowner may not desire
to have the pheasants removed.



1914.] HOUSE —No. 2049. 13

In conclusion, therefore, we are of the opinion that the
pheasant on the whole is a beneficial bird; but to secure
the benefits to the full extent, provision must be made
for utilizing the surplus annually as food, and for recrea-
tional shooting in specified
are entirely insectivorous,
damage to growing crops, tc

localities. The young birds
The adults are liable to do
the extent at most of 25 per

cent, of the food. Practically all the damage to the crops
is done by adults, and most often by adult males. Special
care must be taken to prevent the cost of supporting the
public stock of pheasants from resting too heavily upon
the individual. The farmers should, therefore, be recom
pensed for obviously excessive damage, and in cases, pro-
vision should be made for killing or trapping the pheasants
which are doing the damage. The surplus males, there-
fore, since the bird is polygamous, should be killed off
annually in the autumn, taking care to reserve enough
adults for breeding stock for the next year. The your
birds should be raised in the largest possible quantities
for the purpose of destroying as many as possible of the
insect pests which are levying a heavy tax upon Massa-
chusetts agriculture. The mature birds should be util-
ized for food. The propagation of these birds may be
carried on by women and children, and to those properly
equipped, should bring a profitable income on time and
capital. The pheasant crop 'of England is an exceedingly
important one, not alone from the money value derived
from the sale of the birds, both at home and abroad, but
particularly in controlling gypsy and brown-tail moth
army worms and other pests which have devastated large
areas where the bird population was abnormally deficient
Inasmuch as the pheasants are not equally distributed in
all sections of the State, and since the number of bird

in the different regions may vary from time to time, we
recommend that the commissioners be empowered to for
mulate regulations including dates of open season, ba
limit and such other qualifications as may from time to
time appear to be necessary to secure the best development
of this State asset, whereby certain sections, counties or
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towns of the State may be open for a longer or shorter
period, at such times as may appear expedient to the com-
missioners and necessary to check excessive damage.

GEORGE W. FIELD,
GEORGE H. GRAHAM,
WILLIAM C. ADAMS,

Cor Fisheries and C


