
NESTWG HABITS OF THE HERMIT TEBUSH 



I. S i t e  of the  Nest 

Three nes ts  of the  Hermit Thrush (Hylbclchla gut ta ta  faxoni) 

have cone under my observation this season i n  t h e  na t t e r  of locat ion 

and s i t e  of neat. A l l  of them were s i tua ted  on t h e  ground. The 

f i r s t  was located i n  North F i s h t a i l  on the border of aspen growth 

surrourxled by bracken fern  and win te r~reen ,  about a fao t  from tbe  

trzck of an old rozd. Tnis a rea  xa3 d r y  arid opsn w i t h  no shade 

d i rec t ly  over the  nes t .  T h e  second was eaat  of the Gorge, about 

a quarter of a mile south of the Pel ls ton road. Here too t h e  

area was dry, s ~ a r s e l y  covered with aspen and a few scat tered 

pines. Under a sweet f e rn  bush with club nosses and wintergreen 

overhanging the edge, the  nes t  had been b u i l t .  The t u r d  nes t ,  

Bbout a foot  f ron t h e  t rack  on the well t raveled Reeae' 8 Bog t r a i l ,  

f u l f i l l e d  the specif icat ions  of Robarts and Forbss'n i n  being on the  

edge of a densely wooded area,  b u i l t  on a c l u ~ p  of Cmp sphagnum, 

It was under a small cedar, completeby hidden u n t i l  a branch w a s  

moved. The bird and mmal i an  population of each region 'gas 

varied. About North F i s h t a i l ,  vireos, ovan b i rds ,  robins, king 

birds,  f l ickera ,  brown thrashers  m r a  seen o r  heard, Along t h e  

bog t r a i l  the winter wren, cedar w s w h n g s ,  purple finches, chicka- 

dees, robins red squ i r re l s ,  and chipaunks gere  seen. 3ut  the 

Gorge area was one of the most deserted arezs I 've  v is i ted .  I 

passed a robin's stand on t h e  v:ay doxn the p t h ,  but he could no t  

be heard from the hermit 's nest .  One day I heard an oven b i rd .  

A t  dusk zany night hzvks moned ,  B u t  t h a t  was a l l .  .A t r a p  l i n e  f o r  

sgrens in the v i c i n i t y  did y i e l d  a fea  ~hre-;;s m.d aq9c?-lt t s 0  field 

--,ice a yeek .  This  ..~2s a h:,e:-lzi';2ge. 



11. Construction a,ndXateriala of Neat 

All  three of these nes t s  xere b u i l t  i n  much t he  same fashion. 

In  each case a depression had been made i n  the decaying wood and 

leaves of the  humus, d i r ec t ly  upon the roots  of a growing p lan t ,  

and several  layers of dry bark strips (not  birch) and dr ied  meeds 

and large srzsses forxsd t h e  base  and outer  rim. Then czze layers 

of f ine  grasses and a lzyer  of dry brown pine needles w r e  curved 

in to  alignment t o  form the  inner l in ing  of the  nest .  The r e s u l t  i n  

each case was a deep well  r i m e d  cup having these dimensions: 

Outside dimeter 48' Inside dizmeter 3n 

* depth 4' " depth 23" 

The f i r s t  nest  had been abandoned by the  time I learned of 

it about a week a f t e r  i t s  discovery on July 12 ,  irnen it had con- 

tained four  geeenish blue eggs. 

The second nest  was shown to me on July 21,three days a f t e r  

the clutch of four greenish blue eggs w a s  completed. Aa it mas 

raining hemiby, and a a  w e  hsd flushed the bird i n  locat ing t h e  

nes t ,  we withdrew has t i ly  so t h a t  the bird could return t o  cover 

the eggs before they night becoae chhbled.  

The next day a ground b l ind  nas erected about eight f e e t  

from the nest .  I t  was necessary t o  remove a little of the  bracken 

so tha t  a c l ea r  view could be had of the  n e s t  but czre w a s  used 

not t o  expoae it unduly. The Herait remadned i n  t h e  loser  

branches of the  nearby aspen during the  erection.  After t h a t ,  

regular o b s e r i r a t i o ~ s  of the nest  xere begun. I t  naa  never pcssible 

t o  get in to  the bl ind without smding her off a i t h  a ~'rrirr of ~ l n g a .  



The f i r s t  day she vtiited an Lour and f i f t y  minutee before re turning 

but thereaf te r  the  t i n e  became shortened each day u n t i l  she would 

return within twenty minutee of b&ing disturbed, during t h e  incuba- 

t ion  period, 

Her inethod of approach t o  the  nest  was always cerr ied out i n  

ttc sac w ~ y .  She wculd f l u i t c r  fro= t r a e  t o  t r s e  i n  the  l o a e r  

brmckes of the s ~ a r s e l y  fo l iage3  atipens, eying the bl ind and 

ut ter ing a sof t  chuck chuck, and cockkng her hezd t o  l i s t e n  between 

notea, Her t a i l  would jerk up a d  s l ~ a l y  lower t o  posit ion.  

Presently she would hop down upon the ground and with a s e r i e s  of 

st iff- legged running moveisents vrnich rus t l ed  the dr ied  leaves ,  much 

l i k e  those of the  robin, she gould f i n a l l y  r e a h  t h e  r i m  of t h e  

nest and s e t t l e  herself  upon t h e  eggs, always facing the  b l ind .  

When the eggs mere ro l l ed  and cuddled t o  her sa t i s fac t ion ,  by making 

and eighth turn t o  t h e  l e f t  o r  r igh t ,  she would i n  pos i t ion  

and become invis ible .  I have s ta red  a t  her f o r  many minutes, and 

so well ~ a t c h e d  were the  ahadows and har  l i g h t  breas t ,  the  d r i ed  

leaves znd the dark spots upon her breas t ,  and the dried grasses  of 

the  neat and her o l i v e  brown shoulders and wings, t h a t  I was almost 

cer ta in  t h a t  she had vanished u n t i l  I caught the  high l i g h t  of her 

large dark eye. She was always l i s tening-- tensely . 

111. Hatching 

Three eggs i.iere hatched on Sunday after-noon, Arrgust 5 o r  Zonday 

August 6 ,  z f t e r  12 days of incubation.  T h b e  i a  t h e  nomal te;*n. 

b a l l  day t r i p  on Xonday prevented SLY 05seivat ion u n t i l  7 P . U .  



'Anday night.  The four th  egg waa i n  the  nest  that nigbt but 'md 

diaappeared by the  next morning when I returned f o r  weights and 

measurement a. 

The nest  at ~ e e s e ' s  was found several  days l a t e r  and shovn t o  

me a f t e r  the young had hatched. 

IV. Appearance and Developnent of the  Young 

The youngater~ had the  uaual ungainly appearance of t h e  young 

a l t r i c i a l  with large head with g ~ p i n g  orange l ined  mouth, bulbous 

yoke sac with the prominent umbilical scar ,  and t h i n  helpless 

wings and legs. The dark b l u i s h  n a t a l  down was 8-14 mm. long on 

the  feather  t r a c t s  of head and back. The b i rd  t o  be weighed zlnd - 

measured was designated by paint ing the  toena i l s  and the t i p  of t h e  

beak with red f ingerna i l  pol ish.  

I n  measuring t h e  birds I alwaya made it a p rac t i ce  t o  take 

a l l  the  dimensions f i r s t  t h a t  could be determbned with a minimum 

of s t re tching and handling, i.8. t o  leave t he  length  and e x t e n t  

u n t i l  the l a s t .  During t h a t  time the pan of the  balance sca le  

was being samed ins ide  my jacket so t h a t  the  l i t t l e  b i rd  Pras 

usually much l e s s  disturbed i n  weighing than o the r s  'nad been t k a t  

were placed upon a coM pan. Tbia continued t o  be the  case even 

mhen the  youngster was a meek o r  more o ld  e~ ld  s t rong enough t o  be 

f a i r l y  active.  

The &&ai l s  of growth of two birds,  one from the Gorge nest ,  

the  other from ~ e e s e '  s Eog a r e  wel l  indicated on t h e  c'nart. 



V. Care of the Young 

After the  eggs Rere hatched, the  Hermit at t h e ,  Gorge becane 

bolder i n  making herse l f  seen,and heard but more wary i n  approaching 

the  nest .  It was her custom t o  disa2pear s i l e n t l y  at  my approach, 

f o r  about half an hour. She returned t o  a low branch of an aspen 

a f t e r  c i r c l ing  the  bllnd, a brznch :?on ahich she could r ~ z t c h  r,e 

throush a saabl crack in the  flap. Xev3r a f t e r  t h a t  would she r e tu rn  

t o  the  nest when I was there  alone. But apparently she could not 

count up t o  three,  f o r  one dzy 1 took t-80 people wi th  m e  t o  the  

blind. We a l l  entered and shortly %he two departed. In t en  minutes 

' she w a s  back, with a br ight  green larva, and approaching the  zlest 

from the  sidenear t h e  b l ind ,  she alighted upon t h e  r i m .  She fed the  

b i rd  nearest  her. Then picking up a f e c a l  sac i n  her beak, she 

held it there  u n t i l  she 'had f lu t t e red  t o  an aspen branch. There she 

swaliowed it. Four iimee. she returned s i l e n t l y  t o  feed thz  young 

a t  5-10 minute i n t e r v a l s  while I wa%ted with bated breath. A t  l a a t ,  

i n  looking a t  the crzck in t h e  blind--no more than $n inch--she 

sensed my presence and eying me x i t h  alarm and u t t e r i n g  her warning 

note, she continured t o  denounce me f o r  15 minutes. Thus I gave up 

t h a t  observation and l e f t  %he blind. This care cont imed the 

young grew and developed rapidly for nine days. O n  the t en th  day 

I found the  nest enpty but t h e  mother was c a l l i n g  near the  nest .  

I thought the  young ha6been destroyed Cut I was assuredthat i f  t'nis 

had been the  case, t he re  ~ o u l d  hava been only  silence &out " t, ae 

nest.  The young b i r d s ,  barely able t o  stand slone the  previous day 

hrzd been c o a e d  from t he  n e s t  by ths ~ o r r i e d  ~ a r e n t , ,  z:ld t h o u ~ h  

I searched the vicinity, I 3 2 s  unK3le t o  find a y  t r a c e  of t t a n .  

,- -. Zeference ';~_zQ been re,eetedljr -.zc',e f o  t k e  ~ ~ a t L e r  hip3. 11 t'--e 



( 6 )  

male hermit ever a s s i s t ed  i n  the  care, I was not able t o  d i s t ingu i sh  

'him. Never was he heard t o  s ing  near the  nest ,  but only at a great  

dis tmce i n  the l a t e r  period of the  neating period, i n  t h e  ear ly  

morning--seldom a f t e r  6 8,s. and then only for short  periods of 

interrupted phrasea. 

Thus the Gorge nest fledged t'hres young two days before the  

time se t  by Forbush f o r  t h e i r  departure. 

The nest a t  ~ e e s e ' s  hatched a l l  th ree  of its eggs on August 1 

th i rd .  These gained and grew there  a t  the  edge of the  t r a i l ,  i n  a 

dry warm neat on top of the  damp sphagnum, O n  August 10 when I 

v i s i t ed  the  nest a t  5:30 A.M. t h e  chickadees, robins and red squir- 

r e l s  were making a great  deal. of noise but the  neat  was warm and . 

the  b i rds  safe, A t  7:30 P .MI when I returned f o r  weights and 

measurements, the  nes t  waa cold and two birda had been removed 

from the  nest. The t h i r d  was dead and cold, w i t h  i t s  shoulder 

chesed a s  i f  by ants.  The s t ruc tu re  of the nest  %as not disturbed.  

Thus of eleven eggs known of ,  th ree  gren up t o  leave t h e  neat, 

though being only 10 deye o ld  they h a y  not have survived long. 
* 
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