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Occasional Notes. 

Cultivation of A rtifidatly Coloured Featlzers.-The 
curious habit, praaised by several uncivilized peoples, 
chiefly, it is believed, American, of altering by artificial 
means the coiour of the feathers of living birds, or rather 
of causing the growth of feathers of an unnatural but 
desired colour, is deserving of more attention than it 
has yet received. The first step toward the requisite 
examination must be by colleaing the recorded notices 
of the praaice. Very few such notices are known to 
me ; and, living far from all libraries, I am unable to 
search for more. I wish, therefore, here to call atten­
tion to the subject, and to invite correspondents to send 
me any notices of the practice with which they may meet . 
My own few contributions, to form a nucleus for the 
collection, are as follows:-

1. HUMBOLDT in his "Personal Narrative"* notes a 

curious instan_ce met with by him on the Orinoco. He 
writes:-

.. In going to the emb~,-cad,e,-o, we caught on the trunk of a heveat 
a new tree-frog, remarkable for its beautiful colours; it had a yellow­
belly, the back and ·head of a fine velvety purple, and a very narrow 
stripe of white from the point of the nose to the hinder extremities; 
this frog was two inches long and allied to the Rana tinctoria, the 
blood of which, it is asserted, introduced into the skin of a parrot, in 
places where the feathers have been plucked out, occasions the 
growth of frizzled feathers of a yellow or red colour." 

Two points in this instance require notice. In the 
first place, the alleged frissli'ng of the feathers, as an 

• Vol. 2. Chap. xxi, p 313, (BOHN's Edition). 
t The genus Hnea consists of certain caoutchouc.producing trees, 

the best known of which are H. Brasilien.m and H. S;n1tea-. 
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effect additional to, and distinct from, the modification 
of their colour, has been heard of by me only in this 
case. Secondly, we have evidently to do here with a 
belief referable to the old 'doctrine of signatures, ' 
the docl:rine that taught that certain external marks 
evident on any object, plant; animal, or other, indi­
cated the possession of certain internal characters 
by that objea. A well-known illustrative case of 
this docl:rine is that of the pretty little English field­
flower called eye-bright (Euphrasia), which 'is sup­
posed to be good for the eyes, on the strength of a 
black pupil-like spot in its corolla.' In our present case, 
the 'signature' on the frog is its bright colour, which is 
evidently regarded as the outward and visible sign of 
certain internal qualities ; so that a little of the blood of 
the frog inserted, by a sort of process of inoculation, in 
the body of a bird , will, it is supposed, produce the same 
external sign, that is brilliancy of colour, in the new 
feathers of the latter. This doctrine of signatures is im­
portant to our present purpose as it probably explains, 
as will presently be shown, many, though not all, of the 
faas observed in the artificial producl:ion of colour in 
feathers. 

2. The next instance to be mentioned is one to which 
I have already alluded in an earlier volume* of Ti'mekri, 
where is told that I myself found the Macoosis, here in 
British Guiana, in the common possession of birds with 
altered plumage, and that the owners asserted that they 
produced this effea, caused yellow feathers to grow, in 
place of red, green , or blue, on parrots and macaws, by 
plucking out the natural feathers, rubbing the_ part of 

* Ti-lari Vol. l, p. aS. 
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the, skin from which these were tom out with the red 
dye-stuff callP.d faroah, and making· the birds drink water 
in . wh!ch more of this faroah has been dissolved. This 
faroah, the produce of the pretty shrub Bixa Orellana, 
and known in the West Indian islands as roucou, in · 

• Europe as arnatto, is the, slightly orange, red dye so 
largely used by the Indians, especially the Caribs, to 
paint their own bodies. It therefore seems not impro­
bable that in this case also the fanciful means employed 
to change the ~olour of the feathers are in accordance 
with the docl:rine of signatures. 

3. There is a passage in Mr. WALLACE'S "Travels on 
the Amazon and Rio Negro" (p. 294), a book to which 
I have not access at the present moment, which records 
the pracl:ice of this feather-culture somewhat further south 
than Guiana. Mr. E. B. TYLOR,* quoting this instance 
from the Amazon, says that the method there is ' by 
plucking the feathers and rubbing some liquid i11to the 
skin, it is said the milky secretion from a small frog or 
toad.' And the latter writer immediately adds,-' This 
is done in South America, but, so far as I know, not 
elsewhere ; and it seems reasonable to suppose that it 
was invented there.' 

I have now mentioned the only three recorded in­
stances of this pracl:ice known to me. There are, how­
ever, a few more words which have still to be added 
on the general subjea. 

First, as to the once presumed purely American origin 
and pracl:ice of this kind of feather culture. Mr. TYLOR, 

since the publication of the passage just quoted from him 
has, he informs me in a private letter, found reason to 

• 'f:arly History of Mankind.' London, 1878. p, 177. 
yy :i 



TIMEHRI. 

modify his view. ' The last evidence I have met with,' 
· he writes, ' has almost made me change my mind about 

its being a native American invention ; it seems more 
likely to have come from Africa with the negro slaves.' 
I presume, though he has not told me so, that he has 
met with evidence of the praEHce in Africa. But even 
if this is the case, I should prima facie be inclined to 
believe that the cust~m has originated separately in the 
two places. For, in the first place, the facl: that, as 
above related, I found the praaice in a remote part of 
the Macoosi country, where probably no negro had ever 
been before about 18301 and where but few have been 
even since that date, makes it unlikely that the prac­
tice was in that instance of African origin. And, in the 
second place, a far more important consideration is that 
the praaice if carefully examined appears to be so 
simple, and to be founded on such a natural and simple 
idea, that it' would rather be the more wonderful thing 
if it had not originated more than once, and in several 
parts of the world, than that it has so originated. 

In analyzing the praaice of this artificial feather­
culture the chief points to be first considered are that, as 
I can myself vouch, modification of the colour of the 
feathers is really and aaually effecl:ed, but that this is 
effeel:ed, not by the means purposely taken to attain the 
desired end, hut by accidental circumstances uninten­
tionally, but simultaneously, presented. 

We may take for granted the first of these points, 
that the change is really effeaed. As regards the second, 
that the means taken are not those really effeel:ive, it 
may I think be inferred from the instances above quoted, 
and the same inference will I believe be deducible from 
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any other instances which may be brought forward, that 
these intended means-of course I am here referring 
only to artificial feather-culture as practised among 
primitive folk and not to an instance of a somewhat 
analogous practice, to which I shall presently refer, 
among civilized people-are all bac;ed on what has been 
described as the doctrine of signatures. The idea that 
the bright colour, or any other quality, of one animal 
or inanimate object, may be imparted to another bv 
inoculating the second with whatever may be deemed 
the most essential part of the first is so very simple and 
natural that it must occur, and prevail largely, even in 
very primitive minds, and must indeed form one of the few 
earliest and simple factors by the combination of which 
the primitive man forms his small stock of secondary 
ideas . Granting, as surely may easily be granted, that 
the primitive man, in whatever quarter of the globe he 
may be situated, desires feathers of a colour, or a bril­
liancy of colour, not easily obtainable in feathers but 
evident to him in some other object, his very natural idea 
is to attain his end by imparting some portion of the 
virtue, and with the virtue the desired and, as he sup­
poses, correlative quality of the latter object to some 
bird which shall produce for him feathers with the de­
sired quality. So, desiring feathers of unnatural bril­
liancy, he removes the natural plumage and rubs into 
the skin, into the wounds produced by this tearing out, 
some such matter as the blood, or some other secretion, 
of a brilliant-coloured frog or as the bright-coloured body 
paint which he himself uses so frequently for other 
purposes. In short, the practice may, and is very likely 
to, originate any number of times and in any number 
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of places, provided only that the people among whom it 
originates are sufficiently primitive to be ignorant of 
the real absence of relation between the special cause 
and its effect assumed in any application of the doetrine 
c,f signatures . 

But, as it is of course obvious that inoculation with 
the blood of a bright-coloured frog, and it is, to say the 
least, probable that inoculation with faroah, cannot 
produce the desired brilliancy in the feathers of the 
bird, the fact that this brilliancy really is attained has to 
be explained. The explanation seems to me to be, that 
the bird can only be subjected to inoculation, or at 
least that the changes in the bird after inoculation can 
only be observed and known, when it is more or less in 
a state of captivity, or rather of tameness, for Indians 
seldom, if ever, long shut up their numerous birds in 
cages ; that in this tame state the bird wanders 
about the Indian's house and feeds itself on scraps of 
meat, fish and other such food unnatural to it ; and 
that this unnatural diet, or some of its constituent parts, 
is that which really effects the change in colour. What 
the special efficient food is is not certain ; I have heard 
it asserted, and I think not without reason, that it is salt. 
It must be here noted that, as far as my experience goes, 
and Mr. TYLOR-the only other person known to me 
who has alluded to this special point-seems to make a 
similar statement, the only colour artificially produced 
is yellow, either pure yellow or reddish, -yellow passing 
to orange. Nearly every one of the many, naturally 
green, parrots seen about Indian settlements has unless 
it be quite young, a great.er, or less number of abnormal 
} ellow feathers, and io.stances are on record; one ·has 
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come under my own eyes, in which the entire plumage 
had turned to yellow; but I feel quite satisfied that but 
very few of these have been treated with frog's blood, 
with faroah or with any substance of similar purpose. On 
the other hand, among the numberless parrots of this 
same kind which are bought while still young from Jn­
dians and introduced in cages, or in some sort of confine­
ment, into civilized life, it is very rare to find any which 
have yellow feathers, or at least which after !J£ing caged 
produce more yellow feathers. It is, I think, theretore, 
obvious that this yellowing is caused by some of the 
conditions under which the birds live while in the semi­
captivity imposed upon them by their Indian masters; 
and it is, I also think, more probable that the efficient 
condition lies in their ordinary food than in any special 
application intended to change the colour. That the 
Indians when they do happen to have made such 
an application should see in the yellowing the re­
sult of this action of theirs, is not discordant with 
the habit of thought of uneducated men all over the 
world ; nor is it discordant with that habit of thought 
that they often have under their eyes, without draw­
ing logical inferences from, cases in which they see 
the effect, the yellow colour, come where there has 
been no application of the cause which they suppose 
to be the necessary antecedent. 

Lastly, it will be as well to notice that, as has already 
been indicated, a somewhat analogous practice to this 
feather-culture of savages takes place, commonly enough , 
among our own civilised selves. Atany ordinary bird­
show, canaries of a special breed the chief point and 
excellence of which is, I believe, the altogether un-
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natural red, or rather orange colour, are shown. Mr. 
TYLOR has been good enough to procure for me, from 
a friend of his who is a noted breeder of these canaries, 
the following particulars of the process employed :­
, , Commence," he writes, "the process three weeks 
" before the bird is likely to begin changing his plumage, 
"in order that he may become thoroughly accustomed to 
" the food, and his system may be well saturated with 
'' it. At first- mix in equal proportions cayenne, sweet 
" biscuit-powder, and hard-boiled yolk of egg. The egg 
" must be grated as fine as the other ingredients, or the 
" bird will pick it out and leave the cayenne. Take away 
" all the other food until the bird eats the cayenne readily, 
" and only give a very few seeds until he begins to 
11 moult, when the red food should be given only, and 
" the proportion of cayenne raised to quite one-half . 
" Take care not to revert to ordinary food until the new 
" feathers are thoroughly grown. The small head-feathers 
" will not be quite opened till three weeks after the last 
" feather drops, though the period varies in length, and 
11 prohably w~uld be more rapid in the tropics. I should 
•• say that it takes about 6 ounces of cayenne pepper to 
" moult a canary. The cayenne pepper sold by grocers 
" is never bright enough in colour. The pepper used 
"for birds is called 'Natal pepper.'"* Mr. TYLOR 
adds that his friend has recently tried a special prepara­
tion, called 'canaryper,' which is cayenne with the heat 
extraaed from it, and has found it as efficacious as the 
hot pepper. 

This last information naturally suggested to me the 

• ls not this the • Nepaul pepper ' recently introduced but now 
tlourishini in this colony ?-E. F. 1.T. 
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. thought that possibly it is cayenne pepper, that is, the 
fresh red peppers so abundant and important an article 
of diet with our Indians and growing so abundantly round 
the houses of these people, that bring about the yellow 
colour in the feathers of the domestic parrots of an 
Indian Settlement. There is, however, a great difficulty 
to be explained before accepting this otherwise very 
probable suggestion ; which is that, red peppers being 
almost· as · abundant in the civilized as in the Indian 
houses of this colony, our caged parrots often get almost, 
or quite as much of this food as do the Indian's parrots, 
and yet, as I have already said, our birds seldom if ever 
seem to chan~e colour. In my own aviary, containing 
among other birds, several parrots, it is not unusual for 
three or four pounds of red peppers to be consumed in a . 
week ; yet none of my birds have changed colour. 

While I write this I am preparing to journey once 
more into the country where special but probably mis­
taken means are taken for feather culture, and I hope 
to be able then to acquire further information ; and when 
I come back, and am once more settled, I hope, if I am 
able to bear the infliction, to keep several parrots in 
separate cages, and to experiment on them with various 
kinds of food. 

A Point in the Psychology of Ants.-Many observers 
of ants have noticed that ants are able to distinguish 
whether other ants, of the same species, are from their 
own, or from foreign colonies, and that they welcome or 
shun, or even attack, these according as they are fellow· 
colonists or not ; and most of these observers have 
expressed t~eir inability to explain the mode of this 
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