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Observations on the Nesting Behavior of an Unsvecessful
Pair of Robins at Douglas Leke, Michigan

Lloyd G. Ingles

On June 28, 1936 an incubating robin was discovered aboﬁt
four feet from the ground and about the same distance from the
roof of my cabin. It was decided to study the nesting behav-
ior of this bird to ascertain as fer as vpossible the following
things:

1. Whether there was any relation between the time of hestch-
ing of the eggs and the'time the young birds left the nest. With
this in mind all of the four eggs were numbered with water-proof
ink.

2. To learn something of the fbod habits of the robin.

3. To study the relative functions of the male and female
during the reproductive period of this species and observe hoﬁ far
-the theory of territorialism could be applied to the snecies under
observation. |

";,Thgﬁipgubation habits were observed for three days when the
'neétrwashyaidgd:abqgt élevgn'o'9lock one night by a flying squirrg}
ﬁhich,des??oygdhéll but oﬁe,egg. The next morning the female re-
‘fﬁfnéd—and‘sgiign_this egg for.a.shOrt time and then was only oc-.
céssionally in evidence until a robin was seen building a nest |
about fifty yards west of the first mentioned site in a birch tree

about fifteen feet from the ground. It can not be definitely

stated thet this second rbbin was the same bird thet was uncsuc-
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cessfﬁl with the first nest, but thcre are certain things that leac
me to believe that the birds were identical.

1. The male in‘both casesg would allow no other robin other
than his mate within fifty yards of the site of the nest. I® the
males select this site eorly in the spring these two would hard-
1y have tolerated each other while the first nest was in existence.

2. The female in both cases dran’ at the same hydrant,and the
builder of the second nest szscured her mud there, vhich was with-

in twenty-five feet of the site of the first nect.

Nest Building : .

The femalc robin, whether identical or not, was first seen
building a nest which I shall call number 2 cn July 7( six days
after the other was destroyed). During the next ﬁLree days both
birds worked on the nest usually until abcut eight o'clock A.M.,
then no more activity was observed until the next morning.

During July 11 the birds were observed to be worklng on a
third nest about twenty-five feet away and at about the same height
in a similar tree. Régs were taken from nest number 2 to add to

number 3. Mud was added during July 12 in considerable quantities.

Herr10k(1955) gives an account of the formln@ of thv nest of the N

wigé?an&iféﬁ§~counter46§ockwise ond in th1s case, at 1east there

seemed to be no such reéularwt" in behavior. Two d""s later July
14, building was still proceeding on nest number 3. The afternoon

c
of that day, however, the femele was discovered s¢tting cn the fully

' constructed nest number 4. A1l four of these nests were within a

- g;gg consecut;ge visits by this robln eight were clock -



-3

few feet of rocfs of houses which made them easily accesw ble and

easily discovered by flying squirrels which use such trees in nass-
ing from roof to rcof or by purely erboreal routes from one street

to another. Examination of nests numbers 2 3, 4-sho'ed t%g,first;

two empty, and the last with one egg on which the female
day July 15. lultiple nests are not uncommon with robins,u Smlth
(1915) records one pair that built five nests and laid eggé 1n

three of them before abandoning all of them. Herrick (1935) gives

accounts of two more cases where 256 and 28 nests were built by

each pair 51mu1taneously, ‘but does not say whether they were'suc-,

cessful in raising a brood. These nests were built betwef

refters in factories and Herrick (1935) believes that multiple nests
do not occur under natural tree-building condltlons and thatethe
bird is cnly confused by the muitiplicity of similar sitee while
constructing its nest on such sites. This could not have beény@he
cause fpr building multiple nests in this case,nsince aii_ﬁhernests

were differently situated in the different trees.

Incubation

When the female was flusbec in the late afternoon on July

16, there were three eggs in the nest.- SheAWasgseldemko£'l$ha e

eggs. _She was obgerved to’leave_$hesnest>an§¢f§z

at 6.30 A.H., Jul% 21. There seemed to‘he:ﬁ%freéﬁl'ﬁltyr"iﬁ;:,

manner as to direction of aprroach to the nest, nof of hervdifect—

ion of sétting on it. ) _ "‘
On July 25, eleven days after the first egg was discovered

one of the eggs hatched. HNo empnty shells were 1n evidence. VBerg—
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told (1917) gives records which indicate the incubation time;to be

13-14 davs;f It would aeem from these Fecords that the first egg

had been in the nest 2—4 days)beforefit was discovered and dur-

ing the time both birds'were working, in the morning at least, on
nest number 3. Neither of the other eggs‘hatched although one pip-

ed July 26 but was missing from‘the nest in a few hours.

. Brooding,Feeding, and Sanitation

| | -:ung although at flrst the
.ele gave the foodito the femaleiﬁhldh sometlmes ate it and some-
times vpassed a part or all_of it to.‘the young bird. The feeding
was not at all regular. There were times when thirty minutes
would lapse when no food was bfought to the nest. There were other
times when it was fed three times in five minutes. During the

time the female wes.absent the male stayed at the nest; sometimes
he merely sat on its edge or stood'over the young with hanging
wings. it was only when he was left for long periods of time that
he actﬁelly set on the eggs and young bird as did the femele. The

- male would often announce his_apnroach to the nest with food by

s"glng softly. The female W

romptly 1eave and “the food would

“ be given to the young bird. Mousleyiflgzs) notec a similar behav-"

;llor on the nart of the male y&llow":,éblera Durinq “the first five

‘(Sﬂ'[

- days the IemaIe usually covere&‘fhe young durlnb “the maléds absence

‘though her brooding time became less as the bird became older.
During the periods,ﬂhen»the'nest was observed from ﬁhe blind

at an armstlength novfebd other than cgterpillars was given to the

young. At first the ﬁarent bringing food anncunced its presence
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by a low "qup" which caused the younz bird to extend its neck for
food. ILater this response became conditioned and the instant tre
old bird touched the nest or even the:1limb which held it the hest-
ling responded bj extending 1ts neck and head uvpward. Sometimes '
no food was brought and the head was held in place until it ap-
narently fell because of.exhaustion.

About one third of 211 the feedings were followed by de-
fecation which in every instance only the female received and ate
in each case. No feces were ever Voided by the young bird over

the side of the nest while the nest was being observed.

Growth, Development and Behavior

It seems best to nresent data bearing on growth in tabular
and graphic form and discuss briefly develmeent and behavior of
the young birdié&y by day during its nine days of existence. Granh
1 presénts all‘of.the data vpertaining tb weight while graph 2 shows
the data ﬁeftaining to measurements of the various anatomizal feat-
ures. (See plate 1, figures 1-4, and plate 2, figures 1-9).

1st. Day ¢ When the young bird is hatched there is down along

the capitel, spinal, humeral and aiar feather tracts. There is only

. a.sugBesticn of -down on _the caudal tract.
'.;%%;.i;;2na§?;éz:;;3ins,are just beginning in the tail and wing pri-
?nﬁé}ié%E:-Tﬁé éﬁwhﬁﬁés increased éiiéﬁ%%& on the fail;'

Ard. Day : Figures 1 and 2, Plate 1 show the status of devel-
opment of the féather tracts at this age.

4th. Day : Figures 3 and 4, Plate 1 show the relative devel-

opuent of the feather tracts up to this time and also over those



IR

" i"‘!ﬂ‘[ L A S

of the 3rd. day. At tnls stage ﬁha hnmeral and alar tracts become
ouite darls and the ventral tract extends 1tself both anteriorly

and postericrliy much farther than on the previous day; New pstch-

es of feasthers are present dorsally to the'humeral act lateral
to the ventral tract under the head and anterior to the ear.

5th. Day: The pins on the tibio-fibular 1eg begin to show
clearly for the first time. The primaries and tailﬂfeathers are
now over 1 rm. in 1ength. The eyes open for the flrst time.

6th. Day: Aside from the phenomenal growth bf the primaries

there are blue pins. Showingjunde“ the sides:o':' fl' ; , §nus and

under the teil which showiaﬁ‘advanc ovef» 3  > ‘ day.

7th. Day : The pins on all of the tracts are!beginning to
come through. The bird can rest on its ta11 and hold its head off
the floor(Plate 2, fig. 8).

8th. Day : The primaries and secondaries of the wing begin

,to aovpear tesselated,'resembling a minature paint brush. Rufous

beglns to appear on the outer fork of the ventral tract and white

- feathers aprnear on the inside fork (Plate 1, fig.'l). ‘The bird .’

gave one "Querk" so characteristic of young robins about'ready

it was diécovefeda It was returnéé to the nes
chirp and rear up in the nest. It was observed to pick at its
breast for sever;T minutes, whether this was caused by mites which
infestec it or the unsheathing feathers or‘neither is not Imowne.

Some enimal ste out its brains during the night 92;
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“ Protecfion,'

“hen the nest was disturbed beth}parent birds would fly
screeching at the intruder and'the’maie would occa;sionally snap
his bill in a vicious manner. When the young bird was taken from
the nest the male would-usuallj éiﬁé‘ﬁﬁtil after its return: the

. . - L
female would often return to the mest and sét on the ezg which

remeined until uhe 1ast. One .or thj‘other of the oarents would

return to the nest Within 2 minu» : _}ter’having been drlven of f
to secure or return the young bird;,e;

After the egg.hatched it was never left unguarded and chip-
munks, Spermophiles or other species of birds were always watdheé
closely by the brooding or guarding—bird. Once while the male
was brocding a commotion occurred at Miss Smith's robink nest
which caused her bifds to. sereech excifedly,‘ He stood up in the
- nest and lcoked all sbout carefully aqﬁ began singing. He sang’
again while it was his turn at the nest when ahother robin began

"quoping" about sixty yards away. "He could be heard singing some-
time during each hour of the day eemewhere between State Street

and Uppner Drive and between B and D streets(the nest being on

State Street between B and C. streets) At _the time this study

.was made three other nests were in existenee west“of this one

along State Street within three blocks. Roughly the territory
occupied was about two blocks though neither bird was ever seen

or heard on D street, but would oecaesionally come frcm the block
west of it . Most of the siﬁging took place either in the ﬁicinity

of the nest or along B street whkich I believe was the western limit
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of the territory. During the building of the nest both parent birds
were observed to chase another robin vhich flew directly over the
tree where the nest was under construction. L

During the night éf Auvgust 1 the screeching of oneiﬁé the
parent birds announced that there wzs trouble at the nest. The
next morning the young bird was found on the ground with its brains
eaten out vresumably by a flying sguirrel. XNeither of the parents
paid any attention to the nest 2lthcugh they remainséd on their ter-

ritory.
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Summary and Conclusions

It is difficult in a study of a single nest to say which be-
havior traits are specific and which are merely individual. With
this limitation in mind I should like to summerize this work and
give my own interpretations of the data which have been presented.

1. The female does 211 of the incubating, mcst of the nest
building, brooding and cares for the sanitafion of the nest. The

-

- mele 2ids in nest building, feeding, guarding the young and is

largely defender of the territory. The song seems to be usec large-

ly as a means of warning other robins which might otherwise tres-
pass on the territory. |

2. Multiple nests are recorded for robins and in two cases
Ymown the narent birds were unsuccessful, probably because the drain
is too heavy on the physical make up of the birds at a critical time

and because the making of so many nests upsets the natural flow of

instinctive behavior. This is indicated here by building a nest

after one egg had 2lready been laid in another nest, and delayed
1aying of two other eggs one of which was unfertile.

Se A reason for the'lack of success on the part of this pair L.

of robins ray be found 1n the fact that a11 of the rests bu11t were

I,

in trees between houses Whlch;:wou_d form the

of flylngfé uirrels 7#‘knoy;'raldensof‘bird*s nestsi;fjn

4. During growth the different parts of the bird develop at

different rates and at different times.
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'Explanation of PI’aﬂt’é 2

Figure 1. Arrow marks site of nest.

" 2. Robin's nest with one egg.

"o 3. Female robin incﬁ.bating.

" 4. Female robin arriving at nest without food, ‘notAe. -extend-

ed head of young.

" 5.“Young robin, 1 day old.

" 6. Young robin, 3 days old. i L
" ’7; Yourzgroblnj%_days old. EERREE "-‘f';—”j—_ o

" 8. Young fobih, 7 days old. HRL

" 9. Young robin, 9 days old. e ETT v e




+late oL

ll'fe hrh‘or/ Fhofogn}vk of the robm




1 REESNEN RERRS - T lr JJ
m. w Ra 1 11 1H | w anel AEAYNRNNBNES :...” 14 1 ,, —v Hm .“.vx
=ve - : gamas T TR .
88 : SHIHH I i it
: HEH o B T
I HHE T
11 N I ann LT -] i + M
1} ‘ FHEH TR L i
i i s HHERERIE I LA
.1,.‘ ” T - - i BREsEgNTEINEERRRERRRRES QM-..F.
HHH ¥ £ H : s : k Hi : - 11 ML. T w
L : ] N A sELfEs : x THIT L FN»NI |
Al il il s -2
kS | AN ST
; T 9L
i TSt -L
i Hiliii i 1 AL
| il T e i TR it e T € - A
. I B T H fiEsE i HUTTHI R

Sr o¢ -5/ 0/
sm d.\ﬂw
*Aa8ay saujl qiL .Eﬁ.__.____r P ” .

¥1-89€ *ON ‘AN %00 WISSI 7 134nIN - \\‘




2 s

> =1
ru

-

r—rv

==

Toe |

we A PR REHN
-H-H
ke SRR T
i 1 o ¥ L
REgEERN RARnSpRAyE
i pund Rk
| R
H 4] 41 B - 4-1 ¢- y -
H B -
H : :
RN P T
1. L
W LL 41
T
-}- ne .XA..
$as I i
L T
14 4
o man
. NN -} )
» i T
11 L4
H H
3T " A A
1
ICA-
hdl . -4
] 1
1 -}
1 - |
§ 'l
. ' A
i H
H 3 T 4 L
H i1 4 i N
| & uHr. naa . . -
T 1 axn . :
M T T 1 LEL .
BRREN pad HAT §
sunan s, . r
NI ‘
Ly
naw saun
guw wunag Kl X
T yn 1T susu T
s TH ] HEH b a8
H- HH- g L 144 -+
L Euan ;mx ‘...rL 1] .
ka 1 juny Bany BENEgRUNERN 1T §
ke nEy I 1 S TH T .
. 15
i mauey T T
i | T W JRssasfabd
NEl ' 4

s
—

T

Sonan

.ll .
'11

eq
Moy
Uy

W)
aky}

Toe l{

~ ,

*Aavay Bauy Yl ‘saapwpiin '
“ON ‘AN “*00 HISSI'Y 13440aN

'
N



