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If men had wings and bore black feathers, few of them would be clever enough to be crows.

—Henry Ward Beecher





1

Is a Crow Smarter Than a Second-Grader?
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A forest in New Caledonia




 

MUNIN HAS A PROBLEM.

A human has shooed him into a large cage that is crisscrossed with perches made from tree branches. A string hangs from one of these perches. On the other end of the string, dangling in midair, is a short stick. The short stick can’t be reached by leaning down from the perch. And it’s too high up to reach from the ground.

Two boxes rest on a table at the other end of the cage. Munin glides over for a look. One box is a narrow Plexiglas rectangle open at one end; a small juicy piece of beef is visible inside. Unfortunately, that fiendish human has placed the treat beyond the reach of Munin’s bill.

The other box is wooden, with slats on one side, like a miniature jailhouse. Inside the slatted box—again, out of reach!—lies a long stick.

What can Munin do to get the treat? Think fast; Munin has to. If he can’t solve the problem within a few minutes, the test is over.
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Munin the crow faces a test.
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Munin gazes at the short stick.




 

Now imagine a different problem. You’re shown a small treat-filled bucket inside a narrow tube, and the tube can’t be moved. The bucket is at the bottom of the tube, and the handle of the bucket is out of reach of your fingers (or a crow’s bill). You’re given a length of wire. Quick! What’s the solution?

Here’s another test: A treat floats in water at the bottom of a tube, again out of reach. But there are some stones nearby. What’s the answer? How do you get the treat?

The solutions that crows such as Munin come up with might surprise you. Crows may not have fingers, but they do have nimble bills and feet. Crows also have another important quality, one that is rare and special. It’s the ability to understand the world around them. The ability to reason, to remember, to keep a goal in mind. The ability to imagine and invent. The ability to create.

We call this quality “intelligence.”

Welcome to New Caledonia, where the forests are lush and the crows are geniuses.
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Munin can’t reach the long stick in the back of the wooden box, but he needs it to reach the chunk of meat in the Plexiglas box.
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Little Feather
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Little Feather (on left) is a lucky bird. Only about one-fifth of crow chicks survive their perilous first few months. Some are victims of high winds that blow youngsters out of their nests. Others are killed by goshawks.




 


  WAAAH . . . WAAAH . . . WAAAH . . .


The begging call of a juvenile New Caledonian crow gets louder as the bird moves closer. A moment later, two sleek, shiny crows land on the log in front of us. We watch them through slits in a camouflaged tent.

It’s easy to identify the youngster, who never stops waaah-ing. One small plume on its shoulder is tweaked upward like a fluffy shoulder pad. The other crow must be Little Feather’s mom or dad. It’s hard to imagine anyone else putting up with this much whining.

Four little feet tap-tap-tap across the log. Earlier that day we drilled holes in the crumbling wood and filled them with pleasingly plump beetle larvae. The crows twist their glossy heads to peek inside. I imagine them thinking, Eureka! It’s a mother lode of grub steaks!

Little Feather stakes out a position at the end of the log. Waaah . . . waaah . . .

The adult bird hops to the ground, picks up a dried leaf stem, and jumps back up onto the log. Holding the stem in its bill, it probes the hole with swift, sharp jabs. After a few seconds it drops the leaf-stem tool and sticks its bill into the hole. Little Feather picks up the tool as if to give it a go, but the adult snatches it back, immediately flipping it around. Clearly it has a strong opinion about which end of the stem is the poking end.
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Little Feather spots a grub.




 

Yet Little Feather’s parent still seems dissatisfied. It discards the stem and hops off in search of a better tool. Luckily, the forest floor is covered in sticks, twigs, and dry stems. It’s a crow Home Depot.


The adult returns with a different (new and improved?) leaf stem. Jab-jab-jab-jab. All of this jabbing isn’t intended to stab the grub, as you might expect. Instead the crow is using the tip of its tool to irritate the grub inside the hole. If the crow can rouse the grub’s fighting spirit . . . and get the tip of the tool between the grub’s stubby jaws . . .

Little Feather’s only contribution is a steady stream of waaah . . . waaah . . . waaah . . .

After four minutes of delicate work, the grub clamps onto the crow’s tool like a bulldog. Little Feather’s parent hauls out its catch. It’s big and lumpy: the Jabba the Hutt of grubs!

The adult crow snatches its prize and zooms into a nearby tree. Waaah . . . waaah . . . waaah . . . wails Little Feather, winging away in desperate pursuit. Waaah . . . waaah . . . waaah . . . The young crow has perfected a technique known by children everywhere: just keep whining until Mom or Dad finally cracks.

Sure enough, a moment later we hear the cartoonish glug-glug-glug that fledgling crows make when they’re being fed. Little Feather has scored!

Afterward the forest settles into a comfortable naptime quiet. The hoot of a wild pigeon drifts from a distant hillside; a soft breeze shushes through the treetops.


  Waaah . . . waaah . . . waaah . . . waaah . . .


Yes, it’s Little Feather, acting as if he hasn’t eaten since the last ice age, instead of only two minutes ago.
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A When Little Feather’s parent drops its tool, Little Feather picks it up and the adult bird takes it back. As they watch Mom or Dad, young crows are probably learning essential survival skills.
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Success! When New Caledonian crows find a grub and try to extract it with a tool, they get a meal about 70 percent of the time.
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We cut away the wood to show how an irritated grub latches on to a leaf stem.
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Poor underfed Little Feather.
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WILD CROWS USING TOOLS—it’s a startling notion. In some ways this tool use is a new discovery, and in some ways it isn’t.

In 1882 a scientist wrote a report about New Caledonian birds. He claimed that the island’s crows carry candlenuts “to a considerable altitude, and then drop them on a stone or hard root to crack them.” In 1928 a French travel book casually mentioned New Caledonian crows using stick tools to pull grubs from dead wood. Neither of these reports attracted attention.
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Chimpanzees use a variety of tools, including grass stems, sticks, and stones. Like New Caledonian crows, they seem to learn by watching others.




 

In those days scientists believed that only humans had the intelligence to make and use tools. Tool use made us special. Louis Leakey, a famous scientist who studied early human ancestors, wrote that toolmaking was the “step which lifted ‘nearman’ from the purely animal level to that of human status.”

Louis Leakey hoped that the study of living apes might help scientists understand humanity’s apelike ancestors. He encouraged an animal-loving young woman to begin the first-ever study of wild chimpanzees. Her name was Jane Goodall.

Jane set up a study site in Tanzania, a country in East Africa. On a November morning in 1960 Jane saw a chimp she had named David Greybeard pick at a piece of straw, poke it into a termite mound, and pull it out covered in termites. The chimpanzee lifted the straw to his mouth and nibbled off the insects.

An ape making a tool! Jane immediately sent a telegram to Louis Leakey. He responded, “Now we must redefine ‘man,’ redefine ‘tool,’ or accept chimpanzees as humans.”
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This American alligator with a mouthful of snowy egret used a stick balanced on its snout as “bait.” Alligators sometimes carry sticks on their snouts during the time of year when wading birds are looking for material to build nests.




 

After Jane’s discovery, other scientists found evidence of tool use in a wide variety of species. Some species of ants use tiny pieces of leaf, wood, and soil to carry soft foods such
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NEW CALEDONIA
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