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THE
NATURAL HISTORY

OF

B I R D S

The FLY-BIRD.,

L’Oifean * Moriche, Buff,

4B F all anim:ted beings, the Fly-bird is the

moft elegant in its form, and the moft
briiliant in its colours. The precious ftones
and metals polithed by our art cannot be com-
pared to this jewel of nature. Her miniature

* In Spanith Tomincios: in Peravian Quinti ot Quindé, which
name obtains alfo in Paraguay : in Mexican Huitzitzil or Heitzirzil,
Ouriffia (fun-beam) : in Brazilian Guianumbi, which is generic.
It is alfo called Zi.ililin and Guackichil (flower-fucker) in Mexico.
Briflon terms it Melifuga or honey-fucker; Linnzus Trochilus, or
little-top. In Englifh it is ufually known by the name of Jum-
ming-bird. Mr. Pennant denominates it bovey-fucker.

[ The Mexican appellations of Huitzitzil and Vici'ilin, fignify re-
generated ; which alludes to a notion entertained by the Indians
that in autumn this bird ftuck its bill into the trunk of a tree, and
remained infenfible during the winter months, till the vernal
warmth again waked it to animation, and invited it to its flowery
pattare. 'T.]

VOL. VI. B produétions

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9781108023030

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-02303-0 - The Natural History of Birds, Volume 6
Comte de Buffon and William Smellie

Excerpt

More information

2 FLY-BIRD.

produdtions are ever the moft wonderful; fhe
has placed it in the order of birds, at the bottom
of the fcale of magnitude; but all the talents
which are only thared among the others, nim-
blenefs, rapidity, {prightlinefs, grace, and rich
decoration, the has beftowed profufely upon this
little favourite. 'The emerald, the ruby, the
topaz, iparkle in its plumage, which is never
foiled by the duft of the ground. It inhabits
the air; it flutters from flower to flower; it
breathes their frethnefs; it feeds on their nec-
tar, and refides in climates where they blow in
perpetual fucceffion.

It is in the hotteft part of the new world
that all the {pecies of Fly-birds are found. They
are numerous, and feem confined between the
two tropics *; for thofe which penetrate in
fummer within the temperate zones make but
a thort ftay. They follow the courfe of the
fun; with him they advance or retire; they
fly on the wings of the zephir, to wanton in
eternal fpring.

The Indians, ftruck with the dazzle and
glow of the colours of thefe brilliant birds,
have named them the beams or locks of the fun+.
The Spaniards call them tomizeos, on account
of their diminutive fize, fomine fignifying a
weight of twelve grains.  ““ I faw,” fays Nie-
remberg, ¢ one of thefe birds weighed with its

* Laet, Jud. Occid. Lib. V. 256, + Marcgrave,
neft,
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FILY-BIRD. 3

neft, and the whole together did not amount
to two tomines *.” The {maller {pecies do not
exceed the bulk of the great gad-fly, or the
thicknefs of the drone. Their bill 15 a fine
needle, and their tongue a delicate thread ; their
little black eyes refemble two brilliant points ;
the feathers of their wings are {o thin as to look
tranfparent 4 ; hardly can the feet be perceiv-
ed, {o thort they are and {o flender: and thefe
are little ufed, for they reft only during the
night. Their flight is buzzing, continued, and
rapid ; Marcgrave compares the noife of their
wings to the whirr of a fpinning-wheel: fo
rapid is the quiver of their pinions, that when
the bird halts in the air, it feems at once de-
prived of motion and of life. Thus it refts a
few feconds befide a flower, and again fhoots
to another like a gleam. It vifits them all,
thrufting its little tongue into their bofom, and
carefling them with its wings; it never fettles,
but it never quite abandons them. Its playful
inconftancy multiplies its innocent pleafures;
for the dalliance of this little lover of flowers
never {poils their beauty. It only fips their ho-
ney, and its tongue feems calculated for that
purpofe: it confifts of two hollow fibres, form-
ing a fmall canal I, parte] at the end into two

* Nieremberg, p, 239. Acofta, Lib. IV. cap. 37.
+ Marcgrave, 1 Macrgrave.

B 2 filaments:
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4 FLY-BIRD.

filaments* : it refembles the probofcis of infeéts,
and pefforms the fame office 4. The bird pro-
trudes it from its bill, probably by a mechanifm
of the os Ayoides, fimilar to what obtains in the
tongue of wood-peckers. It thrufts it to the
bottom of the flowers, and fucks their juices.
Such is its mode of fubfifting according to all
the authors who have written on the {ubjet 1.
One perfon alone denies the fa&t; he is Ba-
dier§, who, finding in the cefophagus fome
portions of infects, concludes that the bird lives
on thefe, and not the ne&ar of flowers. But
we cannot reject a number of refpeétable au-
thorities for a fingle hafty affertion ; though the
Fly-bird {wallow fome infeéts, does it thence
follow that it {fubfifts upon them? Nay, muft
it not neceflarily happen, that, fucking the ho-
ney from the flowers, or gathering their pol-
len, it will fometimes {wallow the little in-
fects which are entangled? Befides, the rapid-
walte of its {pirits, the confequence of its ex-
treme vivacity and its rapid inceflant motion,
muft continually be recruited by rich nutriti-
ous aliments: and Sloane, on whelfe obferva-
tions I lay the greateft ftrefs, pofitively avers

* Labat, t. IV, 13.

+4 Natural Hiftory of Guiana, p. 165.

1 Garcilaflo, Gomara, Hernaudez, Clufius, Nieremberg, Marc-
grave, Sloane, Catefby, Feuillée, Labat, Dutertre, &c.

§ Journal de Phyfique, Fanwier 1778, p. 32.

that
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FLY-BIRD. g

that he found the ftomach of the Fly-bird en-
tirely filled with the polien, and {weet juice of
flowers *.

Nothing can equal the vivacity of thefe lit-
tle creatures, but their courage, or rather auda-
city; they furioufly purfue birds twenty times
larger than themfelves, fix in the plumage, and
as they are hurried along ftrike keenly with the
bill, till they vent their feeble rage+: fometimes
even they fight obftinately with each other.
They are all impatience; if upon alighting in a
flower they find it faded, they will pluck the
petals with a precipitation that marks their dif-
pleafure. Their voice is only a feeble cry fcrep,
Jerep, which is frequent and reiterated {. They
are heard in the woods at the dawn of the morn-
ing §, and as foon as the {un begins to gild the
fummits of the trees, they take wing and dif-
perfe in the fields.

They are folitary||; and indeed, fluttering
irregular in the breeze, they could hardly affo-
ciate. But the power of love {furmounts the
elements, and, with its golden chains, it binds
all animated beings. The Fly-birds are {een to
pair in the breeding feafon; their neft carref-

* Nat Hift. Jamaica, p. 307.

+ Browne, p. 475 ; Charlevoix, Nowvelle France, t. 11 p. 158;
Dutertre, ¢. IL. p 263,

1 Marcgrave compares this note, for its continuance, to that of
the fparrow, p. 196.

§ Marcgrave, p. 196.

|| Philofophical Tranfalions, No. 200, art, §.

B 3 ponds
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6 FLY-BIRD.

ponds to the delicacy of their bodies; it is form-
ed with the foft cotton or filky down gathered
from flowers, and has the confiftency and feel
of a thick fmooth fkin. The female performs
the work, and the male colleés the materials*,
She applies herfelf with ardour; felets, one by
one, the fibres proper to form the texture of this
kindly cradle for her progeny; fhe {fmooths the
margin with her breaft, the infide with her tail;
the covers the outfide with bits of the bark of
the gum tree, which are ftuck to fhelter from
the weather, and give folidity to the fabric + :
the whole is attached to two leaves, or a fingle
{prig of the orange or citron §, or {fometimes
to a ftraw hanging from the roof of an hut §.
The neft is not larger than the half of an apri-
cot]|, and it is alfo thaped like a half cup. It
contains two eggs, which are entirely white,
and not exceeding the bulk of {mall peafe. The
cock and hen fit by turns twelve days; on the
thirteenth the young are excluded, which are
then not larger then flies. ¢¢1 could never
perceive,” fays Father Dutertre, ¢ how the
mother fed them, except that the prefented the
tongue covered entirely with honey extracted
from flowers.”

We may eafily conceive that it is impoflible
to raife thefe little flutterers. Thofe who have

* Dutertre, 2. Il, p. 262, + Id. Thid.
1 Browne. § Dutertre.
|| Feuillée Journal ' Qbfirvations, ty 1. p. 4130

tried
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FLY-BIRD, 7

tried to feed them with {yrups could not keep
them alive more than a few weeks; thefe ali-
ments, though of eafly digeftion, are very dif-
ferent from the delicate ne&ar colleéted from
the frefh blofloms. Perhaps honey would haye
fucceeded better.

"The method of obtaining them is to thoot with
fand, or by means of the zrunk-gun; they will
allow one to approach within five or fix paces
of them*. They may be caught by placing a
twig fmeared over with a clammy gum m a
flowering thrub. It is eafy to lay hold of the
little creature while it hums at a bloflom. It
dies foon after it is caught -, and ferves to
decorate the Indian girls, who wear two of
thefe charming birds, as pendants from their
ears, The Peruvians had the art of forming
their feathers into pi&tures, whofe beauty is
perpetually extolled in the older narratives I.
Marcgrave, who faw fome of thefe pieces of
workmanfhip, admires their brilliancy and de-
licacy.

With the luftre and glofs of flowers, thele
pretty birds have been fuppofed to have alfo the
perfume ; and many authors have afferted that

* They are fo numerous, fays Marcgrave, that a fowler may
eafily take fixty in a day.

+ Dutertre and Marcgrave.

1 See Ximenes, who autributes the fame art to the Mexicans :
Gemelli Carreri, Thevet, Lery, Hernmdez, &<,

B 4 they

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9781108023030

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-02303-0 - The Natural History of Birds, Volume 6
Comte de Buffon and William Smellie

Excerpt

More information

8 FLY-BIRD.

they have the fragrance of mutk. The miftake
originated probably from the name applied by
Oviedo, of paffer mofguitus, which would eafily
be changed into paffer mofcatus *. But this is
not the only marvellous circumftance with
which their hiftory has been clouded f; 1t has
been faid that they are half birds, half flies, and
produced from a fly {; and a Provincial of the
Jefuits gravely affirms in Clufius, that he was
witnefs to this transformation§. It has been
alledged that during the winter {eafon they re-
main torpid, fufpended by the bill from the
bark of a tree, and awakened into life when
the flowers begin to blow. Thefe fictions
have been rejected by intelligent naturalifts || ;
and Catefby aflures us, that he faw them
through the whole year at St. Domingo and
Mexico, where nature never entirely lofes her
bloom .. Sloane fays the fame of Jamaica,
only that they are more numerous after the
rainy feafon; and prior to both, Marcgrave

* Gefner very juftly remarks that this epithet is derived rather
from mufea (a fly), than from mofckus (the name in modern Latin
for mufk.)

+ Dutertre correéts very judicioufly many puerile exagger-
ations, and deteéts, as ufual, the miftakes of Rochefort, ¢ II.
?- 263.

1 See Nieremberg, 2. 240.

§ This Jefuit, fays Clufius, made firange relations in natural
hiftory. Exoric, p. g6.

|| See Willoughby.

4 Nat. Hift. of Carolina, 74l I. . 65.

mentioned

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9781108023030

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-02303-0 - The Natural History of Birds, Volume 6
Comte de Buffon and William Smellie

Excerpt

More information

FLY-BIRD. 9

mentioned their being frequent the whole year
in the woods of Brazil.

We are acquainted with twenty-four fpe-
cies in the genus of the Fly-bird ; and it is pro-
bable fome have been overlooked. We fhall
diftinguith them by their different denomi-
nations, drawn from the moft obvious cha«
racters,
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The LEAST FLY-BIRD,

Le plus petit Oifean-Moucke, Buff.
FIRST SPECIES.,

Trochilus Minjmus, Linn, Gmel. and Klein,
Mellifuga, Brifl

Guainumbi feptima fpecies, Marcq.
Guainumbi mingr, corpore toto cinereo, Ray.
Polythmus minimus variegatus, Brown.

The Leaff Humming-bird, Sloane, Edw, and Lath.

T 1is congruous to begin with the {malleft
{pecies, in enumerating the {fmalleft genus.
This Leaft Fly-bird is {carce fifteen lines in
length ; its bill is three and a half, its tail four:
fo that there remains only nine lines for the
head, the neck, and the body. It is {maller,
therefore, than {ome of our flies. All the up-
per fide of the head and body is of a gold green
changing brown, and with reddith refletions ;
all the under fide is of a white grey. The fea-
thers of the wing are brown, inclining to violet,
and this is the general colour of the wings in all
the Fly-birds, as well as in the colibris. The bill
alfo and the feet are commonly black, the legs are
clothed pretty low with little downy plumules;
and the toes are furnithed with little fharp
curved nails. All of them have fix feathers in
the tail; Marcgrave mentions only four, which
3 18
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