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In t roduc t ion  

Studies of the  nes t i ng  h a b i t s  o f  the  Black-bil led and 

Yellow-billed Cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus and - C. erythrophthalmus) 

were ca r r ied  on during t h e  summer of 1947 a t  the  Univers i ty  of 

Michigan Biological  S t a t i o n  on Douglas Lake, Cheboygan County, 

Michigan, Two n e s t s  of t h e  Black-billed Cuckoo were observed 

from the  l a s t  few days of incubation through the  n e s t l i n g  stage 

and one nest  of the  yel low-bi l led  species  from the  time of egg- 

l ay ing  u n t i l  the  nes t  w a s  deser ted  during the  l a t t e r  pa r t  of the  

incubation period. 

Observations t o t a l l i n g  more than t h i r t y  hours were made f r o m  

canvas b l inds  placed a t  n e s t  l e v e l  by the  use of towers o r  p l a t -  

forms and located four t o  six f e e t  f r o m  the  nes t  i t s e l f .  A s ix-  

power f i e l d  g l a s s  was used,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  making addi t iona l  ob- 

servat ions  on genera l  habi  t a  out s ide the  b l ind ,  

Acknowledgements a r e  due D r ,  Olin Sewell P e t t i n g i l l ,  Jr. for 

guidance and he lp fn l  c r i t i c i s m s  given during the  study; t o  D r ,  

Theodora nelson f o r  a s s i s t ance  given many t imes;  t o  Mr. Pershing 

~ o f s l u n h ,  M r .  Lewis B a t t s ,  and M r .  Russel Burget f o r  f i nd ing  and 

repor t ing nes t  loca t ions :  and t o  the  Univers i ty  of Eichigan Biol- 

ogical  S ta t ion  f o r  supplying b l i n d s  and other  i tems of equipment 

without which the  s tudy would have been impossible,. 



Nests  and Envfronment 

The s i n g l e  n e s t  of t h e  Yel low-bi l led Cuckoo l o c a t e d  dur ing  t h e  

s tudy w a s  cons t ruc ted  of the u s u a l  l o o s e l y  arranged foundat ion  of 

twigs wi th  a l i n i n g  c h i e f l y  of pine needles  and birch o r  willow 

c a t k i n s ,  I t  w a s  plaoed t e n  f e e t  above t h e  ground nea r  t h e  cen te r  

of a dense clump of shrub& and supported on one s i d e  by  a hor iz-  

o n t a l  branch nearly an inch  i n  diameter  and a l s o  by s e v e r a l  small . 

t w i g s .  This  n e s t  s i t e  w a s  a t  t h e  edge o f  a small bog approximately 

one-hundrea y a r d s  from t h e  Douglas Lake shore.  The surrounding a r e a  

i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a cut-over  coni ferous  f o r e s t  climax. 

The two n e s t s  of t h e  B lack-b i l l ed  Cuckoo d i f f e r e d  widely i n  

the  e c o l o g i c a l  na tu re  of t h e i r  environment, The f i rs t  was placed 

i n  a c l m p  of bushe& a t  t h e  edge of Smith Bog; a s i z e a b l e  a r e a  of 

marsh l o c a t e d  about two mi les  south-eas t  o f  the southernmost t i p  

of Douglas Lake. A h o r i z o n t a l  limb s i x  f e e t  above t h e  ground was 

used a s  support  and t h e  n e s t  was s t a b i l i z e d  by the twigs of adjac-  

en t  branches.  The n e s t  s i t e  w a s  l oca ted  i n  a narrow s t r i p  of shrub- 

aspen ecotone which bordered t h e  swampy a rea .  The ground cover o f  

bracken ( P t e r i s )  i n  t h e  aspen a s s o c i a t i o n  afforded e x c e l l e n t  cover 

f o r  the  Oven-bird and Hermit ~ h r u s h  n e s t s  i n  t h e  v i c i n i t y  while  

the  bog i t s e l f  supported a high popula t ion  of  Red-winged Blackbirds.  

Other b i r d s  wi th  t e r r i t o r i e s  i n  t h e  v i c i n i t y - w e r e  t h e  Rorthern 

Yellow-throat,  t h e  Red-eyed Towhee and t h e  Song Sparrow. 

1. I d e n t i f i e d  by D r .  G.W. Pre.scott  as I l e x  p e r t i c i l l a t a .  - 
2. I d e n t i f i e d  by D r .  G.W. P r e s c o t t  as Nemopanthes mucronata. 



Table Number 1 

ye l low-b i l l ed  Black-bil led 
~ c k o o l s  Nest Cuckoo Best 1 

Location PZne Point  Smith's Bog 

Locus Key TSm/R3W/S27 T3?B/R3W/S35 
I ,  

Date Found J m e  30, 1947  July 5 ,  1947 

Habitat  gdge of s m a l l  bog I n  shrub-aspen eco- 
w5%hin cut-over tone bordering a 
coni fe rous  f o r e s t  marsh 

Hest S i t e  Center of a large On hor izon ta l  branch . 
winte rber ry  bush i n  dense clump of 

mountain ho l ly  

Rest 10 f e e t  
Elevation 

5.5 f e e t  

Black-bil led 
Cuckoo Best 2 

Bear Pi cni c  Grounds 
U of M Biol .  Sta .  

Upland aspen 
a s soc i a t i on  - 
In  a red pine pear  
the base of two 
small  branches 

5.0 f e e t  

Bulk of m i g s  of maple Maple, cherry and Maple and oak 
Be sf and pine aspen twigs twigs 

Lining of Pine Beedles and P t e r i s  and aspen P t e r i s  leaves ,  pine 
Me st leaf scraps  leaf scraps needles and aspen 

l e a f  scraps  

Ins ide  
DiameCer 3.75 inches 

Out s ide 
Diameter 6.5 inches 

3.5 inches 

6.3 inches 

Inside 0.75 inches 0.75 inches 
Depth 

Contents two eggs 
when found 

Total Bo. three 
eggs l a i d  

No. eggs ,,,e 
t o  hatch 

N O *  YO- none 
matured 

t w o  eggs 

t h ree  

two 

one 

3.5 inches 

6.5 inches 

0.75 inches 

two eggs 

'two 

t w o  

one 

s 



The second nes t  of the  Black-bi l led  Cuckoo was .placed at a . ' 

similar height  (5.5 f e e t )  b u t  the nes t i ng  s i t e  was one of severa l  

small red pines which a re  t h i n l y  in te r spersed  i n  an aspen associa t -  

i o n  which occupies a dry r idge top  adjacent  t o  the  Biological  S t a t -  

i o n  campus. The d i v e r s i t y  of these  h a b i t a t s  would suggest t ha t  t he  

f a c t o r  regu la t ing  the  l o c a l  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of t h i s  spec ies  i s  some- 

th ing  other  than a requirement f o r  a s p e c i f i c  type of vegeta t ional  

substrate ' .  The n e s t  taken from the  red  pine was s e l ec t ed  f o r  a 

d e t a i l e d  examination, the  r e s u l t s  of which a r e  summarized i n  

Egg Laying, Incubation, and Hatching 

The Black-bil led hckoo  normally l a y s  two o r  t h r ee  eggs per 

c lu tch  averaging 27.18 by 20.57 mm. while the  Yellow-billed usual- 

l y  has  th ree  o r  four eggs which average 30.4 by 23.0  mm. i n  s i z e ,  

I n  add i t ion  t o  being somewhat l a r g e r ,  t he  eggs o f  t he  Yellow-bill 

a re  a pa l e r  blue (Bent,  1940: 73-74). t 

The nes t  of  the  Yellow-bill on Pine Point contained two eggs 

when discovered by M r .  Pershing Hofslund on June 30th. An addition- 

a l  egg was deposited on the  t h i r d  o f  July. Incubation s t a i n s  be- 

came prominent on the  t h i r d  day a f t e r  deposi t ion causing extensive 

d i sco lo ra t ion  of the  eggs. At tent ive  and i n a t t e n t i v e  periods dur- 

ing incubation were approximately equal and averaged an hour i n  

length .  I n  a l l  cases, the  incubat ing b i r d  was f lushed with d i f f i -  

cu l ty ,  espec ia l ly  toward the  end of the  incubation period. Although 

the  mate was sometimes i n  evidence i n  the  nes t  v i c i n i t y ,  no actual  



Pigure  1 

dnalysis of Besting Materials ,/ 
by weight 

Black-billed Cuckoo 



exchange o f  i n c u b a t i o n  d u t i e s  was observed. Since t h e  sexes  were 

i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e ,  I w a s  not  ab le  t o  oorrobora te  the  s t a t e m e n t s  

of o ther  au thors  ( H e r r i c k ,  1910:195, and Spencer, 1943:14) t h a t  

both  sexes p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h e  incuba t ion  of t h e  eggs. 

Since t h i s  s i n g l e  Yellow-billed n e s t  w a s  dese r t ed  b e f o r e  t h e  

end of t h e  i n c u b a t i o n  pe r iod ,  no d a t a  on ha tching  or t h e  n e s t l i n g  

s t age  of t h a t  s p e c i e s  could be obta ined .  This n e s t  - w i l l  be  con- 

s idered  f u r t h e r e u n d e r  t h e  s u b j e c t  of n e s t  mor ta l i ty .  

A s  shown i n  Table 1, bo th  of t h e  B lack-b i l l ed  n e s t s  conta ined  

two eggs when found. A t h i r d  egg was depos i ted  i n  Nest 1 on t h e  sev- 

enth of J u l y ,  two days a f t e r  t h e  n e s t  w a s  discovered,  Th i s  and 

o the r  d a t a  support  t h e  content ion  of Spencer (1940:13) and o t h e r s  

t h a t  t h e  egg l a y i n g  i n t e r v a l  i s  v a r i a b l e .  

An at tempt  w a s  made t o  determine t h e  exact  l e n g t h  of t h e  incn- 

b a t i o n  period i n  b o t h  s p e c i e s  s tud ied .  The eggs of each n e s t  were 

d i s t ingu i shed  by numbering with a wax p e n c i l  and the  t ime of de- 

p o s i t i o n  of t h e  l a s t  egg noted i n  bo th  t h e  Yellow-billed n e s t  and 

Nest 1 of the  B lack-b i l l ed .  However a l l  t h e  eggs on which adequate 

d a t a  were obta ined  were dese r t ed  b e f o r e  t he  f u l l  i ncuba t ion  t ime 

had elapsed,  

In  so f a r  a s  was observed, t h e  t ime of hatching was probably 

e a r l y  morning. The ha tching  of t h e  l a s t  egg i n  mest 2 was an ex- 

cept ion and occurred between ?:I5 A.M. and 4:40 P.M. on J u l y  24th. 

No attempt t o  d i spose  of egg s h e l l s  was noted a t  e i t h e r  of t h e  nests 

and s h e l l  f ragments  were conspicuous i n  t h e  n e s t  l i n i n g  when a de- 

t a i l e d  examination w a s  made i n  the-  l a b o r a t o r y ,  



Bes t l i ng  Stage 

The n e s t l i n g  Black-bil led Cuckoo emerges from the  egg e n t i r e l y  

dry (Spencer, 1943:15). The coal b lack  sk in  i s  sparse ly  covered 

by wiry grayish-white h'airs which, according t o  Herrick (1910:198), 

are the  f e a t h e r  tubes o f  a v e s t i g i a l  down. 

While s t i l l  l e s s  than a day o ld ,  the  nes t l i ngs  g ive  a weak 

bazzy sound when touched, have wel l  developed andi t ory f a c n l t i e s  

(Herr ick ,  1910:198) and exh ib i t  a feeding response which cons i s t s  

of l i f t i n g  the  head a n d ' b i l l  t o  a near  v e r t i c a l  pos i t ion  and w e a k l y  

f l u t t e r i n g  the  wings. This response i s  i n i t i a t e d  e i t h e r  by the  

sounds o r  the  v ib ra t i ons  of t he  nes t  limb caused by the  approaching 

adu l t .  The n e s t l i n g s  were o f t en  observed giving t h i s  response when 

winds caused a s t i r r i n g  of the  l eaves  o r  the  movement o f  the  nes t  

branch. 

The f ea the r  tubes of the  Juvenal  plumage f i r s t  appeared on t h e  

t h i r d  day. The white h a i r - l i k e  tubes  of the  down plumage were no t  

l o s t  bu t  remained at tached t o  t he  t i p  of t he  growing feather tubes. 

g l s o  on the  t h i r d  day, the eyes were opened f o r  shor t  per iods ,  the  

n e s t l i n g s  f i rs t  stood up i n  the  nes t  when giving the feeding re -  

sponse and the  f eeb le  f l u t t e r  of the  day old  nes t l i ng  had become 

a  s t rong and rapid  v i b r a t i o n  of the  wings. 

A s t a r t l i n g  transformation from the  weak and he lp l e s s  young t o  

the  c.oldly competent juvenal cuckoo took .place on the seventh day 

a t  both nes t s .  Where before  the  nes t l ings  had remained ly ing  motion- 

l e s s  i n  the  nes t  when the  a d u l t s  were not i n  attendance, t he  b i r d s  

became very ac t ive  and moved about almost continuously wi th in  t he  

narrow confines o f  the nes t .  



Preening began in mid-morning an& wi th in  two t o  four  hours,  the  

t i p s  of the  f e a t h e r  tubes  were removed exposing the  brown juvenal 

plumage. The cn l i c ine  hab i t  of r a i s i n g  the  b i l l  t o  a  near v e r t i c a l  

position when alarmed a l s o  becomes evident  on t h i s  s i x t h  day. 

wi th  t h e  appearance of t he  juvenal plumage, the young b i r d s  a re  

ready t o  leave the  nes t .  

Feeding and Care of Young 

Beginning soon a f ' t e r  hatching, t he  nes t l i ngs  reaeived a d i e t  

which consisted ch ie f ly  of c a t e r p i l l a r s  (709) and occasional  small 

i n s e c t s  o r  sp idera , (20$) ,  A t  Smith Bog (Best I ) ,  grasshoppers 

were f e d  i n  some quan t i t y  and accounted f o r  t e n  percent of a l l  the  

feedings observed, The feeding i n t e r v a l  var ied  ch i e f ly  with t he  

age of the  young, During the  first th ree  days of nes t l i ng  l i f e ,  - 
t he  adu l t s  f e d  two young an average of every t h i r t y  minutes, 

This 'was reduced t o  twenty minutes by the  f i f t h  day and t o  twelve 

minutes on the  s ix th .  During a  three-hour period a t  Nest I ,  a 

. s i n g l e  s i x t h  day n e s t l i n g  was fed  nine c a t e r p i l l a r s ,  f i v e  small 

i n s e c t s  and a s ing le  l a r g e  b e e t l e  during s ix teen  v i s i t s  t o  the  nes t .  

Both sexes pa r t i c ipa t ed  i n  the  feeding and brooding a c t i v i t i e s  

a t  the  nes t .  The usual- . rout ine  consisted of an adul t  feeding the  

young and then remaining on the  nes t  t o  brood u n t i l  the  mate appeared 

i n  the  v i c i n i t y  with food (See Table 11). Sometimes the  a d u l t s  

exhibi ted  the ca l i c ine  hab i t  of a l i g h t i n g  a  few f e e t  from the  nes t  

and running along the  branch t o  the  wait ing young. More o f t e n  the  

adu l t  ha l f  flew, ha l f  hopped f r o m  branch t o  branch i n  i t s  approach. 

f he v ibra t ions  of t h e  adu l t  approaching on the  nes t  limb u s u a l l y  

were s u f f i c i e n t  t o  s t imulate  the  feeding response i n  the  young b i rds .  



Occasional ly however, the  a d u l t  appeared at  t h e  n e s t - s i d e  without 

a rous ing  t h e  young. A t  such t imes  t h e  a d u l t  gave a  low mewing 

sound t o  s t i m u l a t e  t h e  f eed ing  response.  
\ 

The r e d  p a l a t e  of t h e  n e s t l i n g  cuckoo d i s p l a y s  a group of 

symmetrically a r ranged white  d i s c s .  Various f u n c t i o n s  have been 

a t t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  s p o t s  such as t h a t  of a food 

t a r g e t  and as an implement t o  f a c i l i t a t e  t h e  g rasp ing  and sucking 

of t h e  b i l l  of t h e  a d u l t  dur ing  t h e  t r a n s f e r  of food (~pencer ,1940 :16) ,  

Since t h e  a d u l t  anckoos do not  p r a c t i c e  s e l e c t i v e  f e e d i n g ,  i t  

seems probable t h a t  they do f u n c t i o n  as a food t a r g e t  by making t h e  

open mouth of t h e  begging young more conspicuous. 

Food i s  always brought t o  t h e  young crosswise i n  t h e  b i l l  and 

u s u a l l y  mas t i ca ted  s o  t h a t  a l a r v a  appears  l imp and l i f e l e s s .  

U n t i l  t h e  second o r  t h i r d  day, t h e  b i l l  of t h e  a d u l t  i s  placed wel l  

down the t h r o a t  o f  t h e  young bird and h e l d  mot ionless  u n t i l  a 

swallowing response occurs.  This  may t a k e  as long as two minutes 

if t h e  food i s  a l a r g e  c a t e r p i l l a r  b u t  something l e s s  t h a n  a minute 

i s  u s u a l l y  s u f f i c i e n t .  After t h e  t h i r d  day of n e s t  l i f e ,  t h e  food 

i s  u s u a l l y  placed d i r e c t l y  in t h e  b i l l  of t h e  young. Even then ,  

t h e  a d u l t  does n o t  r e l e a s e  t h e  food immediately bu t  remains motion- 

l e s s  until t h e  swallowing response occurs.  

The fo l lowing  example of t h e  slow type  of f eed ing  occurred 

a t  Nest 2 on Ju ly  25, when the  n e s t l i n g s  were one and two days old. 

m a d u l t  brought a robus t  two-inch g r e e n  l a r v a  t o  t h e  n e s t  at 

5:03 P.M. a f t e r  t h e  young had been exposed only t w o  minutes,  Only 

t h e  o lde r  n e s t l i n g  gave t h e  feeding  response.  The l a r v a  was grasped 

about one-half i n c h  from the  end while t h e  adult p a t i e n t l y  held the  

worm 'and remained motionless  f o r  a  f u l l  minute. The a d u l t  t h e n  

removed t h e  l a r v a ,  mas t ica ted  i t  and then s u c c e s s f u l l y  placed it 



Table I1 dttentive - Inattentive Periods 

Black-billed Best 1 Black-billed Best 2 



endwise i n  the  t h roa t  of the  young b i rd .  This soon i n i t i a t e d  

a swallowing response and two-thirds of t h e  l a r v a  disappeared. 

When the  adul t  re leased i t s  hold on the  l a r v a  a s  swallowing ocrcarred, 

t h e  head of the  young b i r d  dropped t o  the  f l o o r  of the  nes t  wi th  

a good por t ion of the  l a r v a  s t i l l  protruding from i t s  b i l l .  The 

adu l t  twice grasped the  end of the  l a r v a  and r a i s ed  the  head of 

t he  n e s t l i n g  t o  a near  v e r t i c a l  pos i t i on  before  a second swallowing 

response occurred and the  feeding was completed. The adu l t  b i r d  

then  picked up the  f e c a l  sacr, swallowed i t  ana moved on t o  the  

nes t  t o  brood. 

I n  both Best I and 2,  nes t  s a n i t a t i o n  was accomplished by the 

a d u l t ' s  swallowing the  f e c a l  sacs  through t h e  f i r s t  f i v e  days of 

nes t ing  l i f e .  Rarely,  the  adul t  l e f t  t he  nes t  with the  f e c a l  sac  

i n  i t s  b i l l  before re tu rn ing  t o  brood. This  was observed only twice - 
during the  course of the  study. During t h e  s i x t h  day, the  adu l t  

seldom picked up a  f e c a l  sac  from the  nes t .  According t o  Spencer 

(1940:18), young b i r d s  of t h i s  age back t o  t he  edge of the nes t  

7 ..' before  voiding the  f e c a l  sac. No evidence of t h i s  type of behavior ' 

s- 

t - *- -. W a s  observed. 

Nest Leaving 

- 
*~-* On two occasions, the  transformation from the  quil l -covered 

n e s t l i n g  t o  the  jnvenal b i r d  ready t o  leave .the nes t  was observed 

i n  d e t a i l .  On the  twent ie th  of July, the  two n e s t l i n g s  a t  Smith 

Bog were beginning t h e i r  f i f t h  and seventh day of  ne s t l i ng  l i f e .  
-. - 
r 
.- I n  t h e  course of the  morning observation period,  the  o lder  nes t -  - - 

, l i n g  w a s  extremely ac t ive  and preening ac t ion  w a s  not iced f o r  t he  



f irst  time. The fea ther - tubes  were grasped f i rmly  with the  b i l l  

and vigorously pul led  and scraped u n t i l  the  brown juvenal fea ther  

was exposed. I n  t h i s  manner, a l l  of the  f ea the r s  except those of 

the  head and neck were cleaned of t h e i r  horny pro tec t ive  covering 

during a single t h r ee  hour period. A t  11:15 A.M., I l e f t  t he  b l ind  

md approached t h e  neat  f o r  a b e t t e r  look a t  t h e  young b i rds .  

m e n  I approached wi th in  f o u r  f e e t  of the  n e s t ,  the  o lder  n e s t l i n g  

hopped t o  t h e  r i m  of t he  neat  and stood poised as though ready t o  

leave at  the  s l i g h t e s t  provocation. Wot wishing t o  i n t e r f e r e  w i t h  

the  normal course of events ,  I cautiously r e t r e a t e d  t o  a  sa fe  

d is tance  and l e f t  the  area .  

Due t o  o ther  ob l iga t ions ,  i t  was impossible t o  continue ob- 

serving on the  fol lowing day. D r .  Olin Sewell P e t t i n g i l l ,  Jr. 

spent the  g r e a t e r  pa r t  of the  day at the  nes t  and I am indebted 

t o  h i m  f o r  the  fol lowing observations. On the  morning of the  twenty- 

f i rs t ,  the o lder  b i r d  l e f t  the  nes t  a s  D r .  P e t t i n g i l l  entered the  

area. This was accomplished by leaping from the  nes t  with f l u t t e r -  

ing  wings and f l y i n g  downward t o  a l o w  limb f o u r  o r  f i v e  f e e t  away. 

It then hopped upward from l i m b  t o  limb wi th in  t he  bush i n  which i t  

had a l igh ted  u n t i l  it reached the  t h i ck  f o l i a g e  a t  the  top. There 

i t  remained motionless. During t h i s  time, one of the  adu l t s  ( t h e  

only one i n  evidence) protes ted  by u t t e r i n g  rap id  clucking sounds 

and f l y i n g  nervously back and f o r t h  arnong the  aspens surrounding the  

nes t  s i t e .  

The s ing le  young b i r d  a t  Best 2 began preening e a r l y  on the  

mo'rning of  July t h i r t i e t h  when only six and one-half t o  seven days 

old. Thinking the  b i r d  too young t o  leave the  n e s t ,  I attempted 



t o  c l i p  a few pine needles which were obst ruct ing the  view from 

the  b l ind .  Immediately the  juvenile  c lea red  the  nes t  i n  a s ing le  

l e a p  and clutched the  branch i n  which i t  landed. Twice i t  was 

replaced i n  the  nes t  bu t  each time i t  l e f t  again as  soon a s  released.. , 

glthough s t i l l  unable t o  fly, the  young b i r d  showed amazing d e x t e r i t y  

in moving among. the  pine branches. Within a few minutes i t  had s a f e l y  

reached the  ground and moved rap id ly  under the  bracken with a hop- 

ping movement, 

Preening t o  f r e e  t he  f e a t h e r s  of t he  jnvenal plumage was car-  

r i e d  on much of t h e  time when the  b i r d  w a s  not ac tua l ly  i n  motion. 

The emergence of most of the  f e a t h e r s  w a s  completed wi th in  two 

hours a f t e r  the  combing a c t i v i t y  was be&. Shor t ly  a f t e r  the  b i r d  

had l e f t  the  n e s t ,  i t  w a s  captured and the  f e a t h e r  tubes t e s t e d  with 

a p a i r  of tweezers, The horny covering proved t o  be very  f r a g i l e ,  

e spec i a l l y  those of the  contour f e a t h e r s  and broke r e a d i l y  with a 

l i t t l e  pressure. The tubes of the  pr imar ies  were s t i l l  very tough 

and r e s i s t a n t ,  however, and evident ly  t he  weakening of these  tubes 

occura l a t e r  than those o f  the  body t r a c t s .  

The s o f t  juvenal plumage i s  buffy brown above, each f e a t h e r  

t ipped with white. The underparts  a r e  white,  t inged with gray on 

the  b e l l y  and with pale buff on the  b reas t .  The plumage i s  v i r t u -  

a l l y  complete a t  the  time o f  nes t  l eav ing  except f o r  t h e  develop- 

ment of the  wing primaries and the t a i l .  

mest Mor ta l i ty  

O f  the  t o t a l  o f  e igh t  eggs deposi ted i n  the  three  n e s t s  s tudied,  

only two developed i n t o  young b i r d s  which successful ly  l e f t  the  nest .  

Seven days a f t e r  the  l a s t  egg was deposi ted i n  the  Yellow-bil l ' s  nes t  



on Pine Point ,  one of t he  eggs was found crushed and the  s h e l l  

fragments l y ing  together  i n  t he  nes t  bottom. The resa in ing  t w o  

eggs were unharmed, The a d u l t s  completely deser ted  the  nes t  a f t e r  
<-' 

t h i s  incident  and were not  seen again i n  the  nes t  area ,  Bothing 

was found t o  i nd i ca t e  predator  a c t i v i t y  although a  f l o c k  of Blue 

Jays had recen t ly  moved i n t o  t he  ter r i tory . .  

Three eggs were deposi ted i n  the  Black-b i l l ' s  nes t  a t  Smith 

Bog. The l a s t  egg w a s  found t w o  days a f t e r  the  nes t  had been dis-  
I 

covered. There was a l s o  a two-day i n t e r v a l  between the  hatching 

da t e s  of the  two nes t l i ngs .  The l a s t  egg f a i l e d  t o  hatch possibly 

because incubation w a s  neglected when the  pressure of feeding the  

two n e s t l i n g s  became g rea t .  The d i f fe rence  i n  age of the  n e s t l i n g s  

can a l s o  account f o r  t he  f a i l u r e  of the  younger b i r d  t o  mature. 

On the  twent ie th  of Ju ly ,  the  o lde r  n e s t l i n g  received f i f t e e n  o f  

the  s ix teen  feeding8 observed dur ing a two-hour morning period. 

It i s  obvious t h a t  the re  i s  no s e l e c t i v i t y  on the  pa r t  o f  the  feeding 

adu l t  and the  nes t l i ng  g iv ing  the  s t rongest  and mos t  conspicuous 

response receives  the  food. When the  older b i r d  l e f t  the  nes t  on 

the  twenty- f i r s t ,  the  a d u l t s  deser ted  the  other  nes t l i ng  a t  a  time 

when low temperatures and damp weather prevailed.  Early i n  the  

afternoon the  older  n e s t l i n g  was captured by D r ,  P e t t i n g i l l  and 

confined t o  a box f o r  a  shor t  period. .The adu l t  then returned t o  

the  n e s t ,  fed  an enormous dragon-fly t ha t  was nea r ly  a s  large '  a s  

the  young b i r d ,  and then brooded u n t i l  the  o ther  young b i r d  w a s  

released.  La te r  t h a t  evening, t h e  nes t l i ng  was found dead presumably 

from exposure and s t a rva t ion ,  

The two eggs i n  the  second Black-bi l l ' s  ne s t  hatched wi th in  

twenty-four hours of each o ther  and both yonng b i r d s  f lour i shed  



f o r  severa l  days. On July twenty-sixth, the  neat was t ipped hal f  

over by a gust of wind when the  n e s t l i n g s  were t w o  and th ree  days 

of we. When the s i t u a t i o n  Was discovered a t  4:00 P.M., only the  

older  nes t l ing  remained c l ing ing  precar iously  t o  the f l o o r  of the  

t ipped nest .  The younger b i r d  had evident ly  been thrown from t h e  

nes t  and destroyed by a predator .  With t he  asaistanue of D r .  Nelson, 

the  nes t  was leveled and re inforced with add i t iona l  twigs and branches. 

Observations on the  nes t i ng  a c t i v i t i e s  of the  Black-bil led 

and Yellow-billed Cuckoos were ca r r i ed  on i n  Cheboygan County, 

Michigan anring the  summer of 1947, 

Rest e levat ion var ied  from f i v e  and one-half t o  t en  f e e t  and 

t w o  n e s t s  were found i n  lowland boggy a reas  as compared t o  a  s ing l e  

nes t  found i n  an upland aspen associa t ion.  

The egg-laying i n t e r v a l  var ied  from one t o  three  days, the 

longer i n t e rva l  apparently so d i s rup t ing  the  normal course of events  

t h a t  only a s ingle  n e s t l i n g  success fu l ly  l e f t  the  nest .  

Insec t  l ~ r v s e  made up 70 percent of the  food brought t o  the  

nes t l i ngs  with grasshoppers and small i n s e c t s  and spiders  f e d  

occasionally,  

The nes t l ing  cuckoo i s  except ional ly  precocious and i s  capable 

of g iving a well-developed feeding response soon a f t e r  hatching. 

The young b i r d s  remain i n  the  nes t  from six t o  e igh t  days and 

leave soon a f t e r  t h e  Juvenal plumage makes i t s  appearance. The 

burs t ing  of  the  fea ther  tubes  i s  hastened by a conspicuous preening 

ac t ion  on the par t  of  the  young b i r d  and required only two and 

th ree  hours i n  t h e  two ins tances  observed. 
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