


Xestinp; Sight and Location 

As Stoner (1) and o thers  a s s e r t  cuckoos, i n  my experience als 

pre fe r  dense t h i c k e t s  i n  lowlands, but arourd the  Biological  Sta 

seem e ~ u a l l y  fond of  high ground. It was i n  such a loca t ion ,  I n  

Red Pine on the  south slope of  the  h i l l  sou th  o f  the  s t a t i o n ,  t h a t  

t he  nes t  subject  of these  observations was located, Chapnap (2 )  

&d others  repor t  the  n e s t s  as loca ted  from 2-10 f e e t  above the 

ground, and occasionally c  or bush) (3) on the ground, bu t  I found 

no recorded nes t  approaching the  he igh t  of t h i s  one--17 f e e t  above 

the  ground. It was saddled on a l a rge  limb a t  the  junction of a 

smaller one, about 3 f e e t  from the  trunk, and sparse ly  p ro t ec t ed  

on a l l  s ides  by bunches o f  the p ine ' s  needles. 

Nesting l!aterial 

The nes t  was a f l a t ,  saucer--shaped s t ruc ture ,  s i x  inches i n  

g rea tes t  diameter and constructed aa in ly  of good s i zed  twigs,  

loosely put together  and s t i c k i n g  out roughly from a l l  s i  des. This 

wes l ined  with dr ied  Bracken tops end t h i s  i n  turn  with kmss, 

ornamenteC with a few dry catkins .  This i s  the ordinary run o f  i 
mater ia ls  l i s t e i  by Roberts (4)--no pine n ~ e A l e s  be ing  used tho 1 : 
plenty were evai lable  beneath  the nes t ing t ree .  

Sggs 

The securing of measurements on these  eggs did  not  see71 t o  

warrent the hazerd t o  then which regoval from this t r e e  would 

have necessi tated.  Plenty  of such data  a r e  now avai lable .  The 

clutch nay vary from 2-8 lo or bush) (3)  but t h i s  nes t  contained 
two 

th ree  eggsihwhen f i r s t  observed, Ju ly  10, the  t h i r d  being layed on 



9 the  13th, This 1s i n  keeping with t h e  threedday I n t e r v a l  recorded 

by Stoner (I), O n e  was unusual i n  having a black blotch a centimeter 

3. 

s quare, - -  -% . . - 
-- -- I 

~ ~ e i n  (51, Forbush i31,  and Robert? (4) give many records 
..* - 

of cu'c)roo eggs found in the  nes t s  of o t h e r  species.- While i t  has 

! been postula ted  that i s  the same p a r a s i t i c  h a b i t  as I t s  European 
r 

cousin manif e o i n t s  ou t  t h a t  severa l  o t h e r  species, , 

i 
do t h e  cuckoos, He 

f 
oos seem as unpopular 

as crows i s  eir acc ip i t e r ine  bu i ld ,  co lor  and f l i g h t  and 

not  t o  t h e i r  egg s t e a l l n g  a c t i v i t i e s  as repor ted  only long ago by 

Audubon and Wilson, To check t h i s  I kep t  a record of some 23 

species of b i r d s  t h a t  chanced i n t o  this  nes t  t e r r i t o r y ,  including 

Robins and Purple Finches and Cedar-Waxwings t h a t  came t o  f e e s  on 

the  Amalmchier b e r r i e s  not t e n  f e e t  from t h e  nes t ,but  never saw 

any in ter -species  enmity of any kind, 

1ncu.bat ion 

Incubation was alreaey begun when t h e  n e s t  was f i r s t  v i s i t e d  

and contained but  two eggs. The f a c t  t h a t  incubst ion s t e r t s  as soon 

I as  the f i r s t  egg i s  layed ( s t o n e r )  (1) p lus  t he  spacing of t he  

layings th ree  days apar t  as already mentioned, accounts f o r  t h e  

presence of eggs and well grown young i n  t h e  sane nes t  as so well 
(7) 

shown by Herrick's photographs. 

~n atternpt t o  ink-aark the  f e ~ a l e  vras u n s u c c e s s f ~ ~ l .  The a a l e  

returned f i r s t ,  ~ a u s e d  on t h e  s ide  of t h e  nes t ,  and soon s e t t l e d  

on the eggs.  \Wen t h e  fenale  returned he got up unriarked. But she 

nas not as t ru s t i ng ,  peered a t  t he  s t r i n g  and a t  bnce s t a r t e d  

gethering i t  i n  her  b i l l .  Since it  was near ly  four teen fnches,long, 
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and t e n  inches of i t  being soaked in India i nk  and l y i n g  around 

ins ide  t he  nes t ,  it took her eicht '  minutes t o  ge t  the  whole t h i n g  

i n t o  he r  mouth. She then  f lepped #umsilg o f f  t h e  nes t  and f lew 

off with the s t r i ng ,  - returning in f i ve  minutes t o  continue brood- 

ing. Behevior d i f ferences ,  however, soon made It easy t o  separa te  

the  two sexes': t h e  f enale brooded much c loser ,  be ing m c h  more 1 
d f f i c u l t  t o  f l u s h  Ii ng, end . ca l l e  

d i f fe ren t ly .  

Orient a t i on  l a t e  with t 

of  &he sun, weat e  b i r d  brooding bu t  usua l ly  was 

p a r a l l e l  t o  the  ng the  nest--thus the long  t a i l  ex- 

tending i n  one d i r e c t i o n  and the long b i l l  and neck i n  t h e  o t h e r  

~ a d e  the b i rd  very inconspicuous agsins t  the  limb. This p o s i t i o n  

n i ~ h t  be toward t h e  t runk o r  towzrd the  periphery of  the  t'ree, and . 
occasionally toward t h e  b l ind ,  

Posi t ions i n  brooding were severa l  m d  vsry  distinct. Re- 

gardless of tne  o r i e n t a t i o n  both  birds u s u s l l y  brooded with t h e  

t a i l  held i o r i z o n t a l  and t h e  head erect ,wi th  b i l l  s t  a sharp angle, 

which went s t r a i s h t  up a s  one drew nearer  i n  climbing the  nes t i ng  

t ree .  D u r i n ~  a heavy r a i n  the  brooding female s e t t l e d  much deeper 

i n  the nest  s o  t h a t  h e r  ta5.l was i n  a v e r t i c l e  ~ o s i t i o n ,  ':Jhile 

I watching a l l  night  e new ~ o s t u r e  vas observed i n  ivhich the f e a a l e  

! kept he r  hezd low and hor izon te l .  Once,m:hile brood'ng over t h e  

young,the f e ~ e l e  drooped he r  wings onto tl7e s i d p s  of t he  n e s t  f o r  

, nearly an hour, 

! Eoth sexes take p e r t  regular ly  i n  n e s t  dut ies .  The mele 
! 
I 
t ce l le?  f ro3  a f avo r i t e  neerby t r ee ,  $he f eaa l e  answered wi th  
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several  luw W-kuk-kuks and slipped q u i e t l y  off  t o  be aulckly re- i! 
3 

placed by the male. She was gone from 15-25 minutes, presumably i 
t o  feed, before again re l ieving h e r  spouse. Occasionally t h e  

&. - 
frog-l ike exchange signals continued u n t l l '  the  male came within -: . - _ -  

th ree  f eet--when the exchange was made. Rarely, the  female would 
4 

respond to  the'malef s c a l l  and they would go off together t o  feed 3 7 

f o r  h a l f  an hour. O n  ret-ilrning both b i rds  had the  same way bf 

onto the nest ,  a l igh t ing  on the limb withzn a few 

of nest and clambering up onto it, broodrn 

d i rec t ion  without ever reversing. 

The incubation period fo r  both the Black 

Cuckoos i s  invariably given as 14 days, but Bergtold (8) has o /. _-- -  - - - - -  

th ree  observers on which. to  base h i s  period f o r  the  Black-bille 

Cuckoo. The t h i r d  young hatched i n  the  nest  I had under observation, 

on July 20th--just seven days a f t e r  the t h i r d  eg3 was layed. 

Bergtold (8) states,"The t rue  and s p e c i f i c  length of incubation is 

a deep seated, i n e l a s t i c ,  and pers i s t en t ly  unchanging character." 

Evidently th is  exceedingly br ie f  period of but seven days was due 

to, an abnormal re ten t ion  of the egg i n  the  oviduct, thus taking the 

?lace of the f i r s t  days of incubation normally spent i n  t h e  nest .  * 

X a t c h i n ~  and Succeeding Body Chan~es ---- -- 

No act>~.al  eaergence from ~ h e  egg was observed but f u l l  

measurenents r e re  made before 24 hours had elapseE. The young 

were naked, except f o r  rudimenta1.3- white da7;;n one centimeter long 

which was arrenged along the future f e ~ t h e r  t r a c t s  and stood.  but 

contrast ingly ageinst the tough shiny black leathery skin. The 

goung cer ta inly l ived  up t o  i t s  r e p t a t i o n  as "Americas most 
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precocia l  a l t r i c i a l , "  (Herrick) (7) giving i t s  food c a l l  con- 

t inua l ly ,  quickly r i g h t i n g  i t s e l f  when turned on i t s  beck, and 

hanging from m y  f i n g e r  by one foot--parhapa t h e  zygodactylous f e e t  
, 

-+-- 

m a k e  t h i s  possible.  I< was so active 1 kept i t  on the  pan of t h e  
. . 

balance with some d i f f i c u l t y ,  

On the  t h i r d  day the  black fea ther  sheaths of  t he  juvenal 

plumage came out o the  s t i l l  unfolde 

- white h d i x e n t a r y  ack shee th  bore at  

! i t s  t i p  a  little,^ f t h  dag t h e  sheaths of t 

I t e r t i a r i e s  and under the seventh day 

a l l  sheaths were p a l f  dozen on eech 
i 

s i d e  of the neck had s p l i t  o f f  and the  l i g h t  juvenal pluqage 

feathers  vrere &folding. T h i s  i s  i n  cons t r ad i s t i nc t ion  t o  Herrick 's  

( 7 )  observation which' showed these to- appear l a s t ,  e l l  t h e  r e s t  

being accessable t o  t h e  b i l l  and there fore  renlove2 f i ~ s t .  %-en the 

l a s t  of t he  young vws found dead on the  t e n t h  day these sheaths,  

with t k e i r  ~ r h i t e  davm h a i r ,  were e a s i l y  bmshed o f f .  

Growth r a t e  cllanges are  bes t  shown graphical ly ,  fro7 v~hich t h e  

followin5 conc l -~s ions  seeq ju s t i f i ed :  

1. Body  eight (Chert 1) r i s e s  s teeg ly  end evenly n t  the  

average increment of f o u r  granls p e r  day u g t i l  the two older  = 

youns viere about t o  leave the  n e s t  a t  w1?ich time we see a - 
sharp levelling off i n  t h e  curve. Concurrently t h e  toe ,  wing, 

and nouth ( bil l-gepe),  as  cho~m Tn Charts 3 and 4, curves break 

a t  She FE-e t i m e .  This possibly in f ica tes  a physiological  

slolvlng up,due t o  i n su f f i c i en t  food as t he  ensuing death ~ r k e s  

q o r e  obvious. 3er-ick ( 7 )  sags the  i n t e r e s t  of the ?? ren t s  



i n  the young t h a t  have a l r e a w  l e f t  the nes t  t o  the exclusion 
OhC 

of t h e A l e f t ,  i s  the  cause o f  these  mmif ied  young of ten  

found by h i m  i n  cuckoo nes t s ,  

p I- 2. Extent (Chart 2) r i s e s  evenly by equal dai ly  in-  i- 
crements , 

3, The b:ll s t a r t s  well  developed and t h u s  its growth 

! r a t e  {Charts 3 and 4)' showsflat curves l e v e l l i n g  of f  e a r l y  

[ .- 4. Body l e n g t h  is* the only  curve d i f f e r i n g  r ad i ca l ly -  
the - rising sharply a t A  f i f t h  day. This can be  accounted f o r  by 

the  s h i f t  from chubby new born form toward t h e  elongate 

a d i l t  (Chart 2). It i s  here  t h a t  the t a i l  curve begins -( 
I 
i 3) 

i 
t 

Proares s ive  Behavior Changes 

I 
i After  the  f i r s t  young hatched the  female becaqe progress ively  
! 
f 
I nore be l l igeren t  i n  h e r  response to  my c l5mbing .u~  t o  the  nest .  
i 

i a  xarked change coming every day i n  the  following order:  
1 

F i r s t  day: she kept much t i g h t e r  t o  nes t ,  not  leaving 

u n t i l  my hand was nezr ly  upon her .  She then  f lew well away 
- 

as usual, 

Second day: again flueked off  with d i f f i c u l t y  but this 

C i ~ e  she stayed i n  t h e  im-nediate v i c in i ty ,  ev iden t ly  ~ u c h .  

concerned. 

Third dey : she moved o f f  only th ree  f e e t  fro? the  nes t  

and c r i e  toward x e  i n  f u l l  challenge pose--bi l l  open, wings 

d roo~ee ,  t e i l  e levated and u t t e r i n g  vigorous kuk-kuks. The 

pose lenied but e f e n  seconds when she r e t i r e d  t o  e n e ~ r b y  



Fourth day: again u t t e r ed  the  new notes  bu t  t h i s  time 

a l t e r n a t e d  with a vigorbus and audible b i l l  clapping. 
i 

rj 

EmZ pping off  j u s t  before  I reached the 

1 n e s t  limb 
+ - "  - 

t a t  my Pace in most v io l en t  

manner poss ib le  but s t r u c k  a l i m b  not a f o o t  from m y  head 

ard  t o one s i d e  by the  blow r e s u l t i n g  f r  

- Bothsexe  of caring f o r  the young as 

shared the  brooding o gs. The young c a l l  from the  f i r s  

they even c a l l  beneath t he  brooding female long 
- - 

a f t e r  dark, Regular brooding p e r s i s t s  even a f t e r  the  l a s t  young 

I hatches, t h e  young seldom are  l e f t  f o r  more than  a h a l f  hour, I 

I never observed feedings more of ten  than every twenty-five ninutes  

but Herrick (7) found days durinz which feedings averaged every 

8% minutes. Both sexes brought food and f e d  t h e  young d i r ec t ly ,  

the female bringing the  g r e a t e r  amount of food. On two occasions 

the  male was observed br inging food,but i n s t ead  of  feeding t h e  

goung,kept the  i n sec t  i n  h i s  mouth and brooded u n t i l  t h e  f e-nale 

returned,upon which he f l e v  o f f  and a t e  t h e  i n s e c t  himself, Once, 

both yarent  b i rds  ar-ived tose ther ,  each w i t 3  an in sec t ,  and 

a l ighted together  on the saqe s i d e  of t h e  nes t  f roq  which t h e  

feeding was alwzys done. The male vatched the  b l ind  with head 

e rec t  a s  t h e  fe-?sle w e n t  th ru  t h e  long t a s k  of t h r o a t  feeding. 

In t h i s  process 'she t h r u s t  h e r  b i l l  f a r  .down i n t o  the  mouth of  

the nes t l i ng ,  shaking h e r  head as it flapped i t s  naked wings f o r  
t 

near ly  a %lnute  before t h e  exchange v:as qade. The felrlale then 



f l e w  off and the male very quickly presented h i s  i n s e c t  by simple 

mouth feeding* .* 
of t h e  young are a g r o q  of t e n  

ged i n  t h i s  manner:. 

! 
k 6 

I n grasping the  b i l l  

of the parent  during t h r o a t  feeding. However, I heve observed this 
i 

sane - t h r o a t  feeding wi th  i t s  at tendant  d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n  the  Ni&thawk, 

! but  do not know of any such pap i l l ae  t o  a i d  them. Further  

f 

examination of these  was made. i-npossible f o r  maggots had eaten the .  

roof of the mouth away before  I found it a f t e r  death. On the  f i f t h  

day of observst ion of t h i s , t h e  smal les t  of  the  young, t h e  l a r g e s t  

young was gone from t h e  nes t ,  and while I was away weighing t h e  

, l i f t l e r  f ledgl ing,  t he  second young disappeared. . The two t h a t  I 

aere  nlissing iverP eight  and  seven days old reepect ively .  This i s  

the age t h a t  Herrick (7) and Forbilsh ( 3 )  repor t  f o r  cuckoo young 
I 

t o  leave--the f e a t h e r  s h e a t h s s p l i t t i n g  rep id ly  and t h e  young ac- 

quiring i t s  plumane wi thin  twelve hours,at which t ime it clavbers 

fron t h e  nes t  t o  remain anong nearb; branches u n t i l  able  t o  f ly .  

!mile some o u i l l s  were beginnin? t o  bre&,the young--if they  l e f t  

bg t h e i r  own vo l i t ion ,  --must heve gone p r i o r  t o  g e t t i n g  t h e i r  

~ l u ~ a g e .  I ues unable t o  discover  the^ i n  the  nearby branches, 



no predators  were In s igh t  and no s i g n s  were t o  be found on the  

ground below. Neither was t he re  any s ign  of e i t h e r  parent. .  . . . . . 
When I returned at 11 :45 Po M. she w e s  again broqdlng, An hour 

l a t e r  t h e  male c a l l e d  and she answered, I remained i n  t h e  b l i n d  

a l l  n i t e  observing the  brooding b i r d  every f i f t e e n  minutes by 

means of a  powerful e l e c t r i c  f l a s h l i g h t ,  She remained a l e r t  b u t -  

d i d  not  move a l l  n i t e  long--so t h e  young was not  fed, even though 
* 

t h e  male 'apparently was ac t ive  i n  t h e  v ic in i ty .  Possibly the  

coolness Df the  n i t e  had some influenoe,for very f e w  Bighthawks 

were f lying,  

The next ( s i x t h )  day the  n e s t l i n g  was l e f t  unfed i n  the  pour- 

i n g  r a i n  for two hours. H i s  continued c ~ l l s  brought no response, ' 

The seventh day be ing  sunny she was again'brooding when I 

arr ived.  On this occasion I saw h e r  r i s e  s l i g h t l y  on the  nest ,  

duck h e r  heed down and reach u?der t o  withdraw t h e  young's f e c a l  

sack which she inmediately swallowed. She renained brooding f o r  

soneltime, so I do not be l ieve  she was merely r e t a in ing  it i n  h e r  

mouth. Droppings deposi ted by t h e  young during the s t ruggle  t o  

re lease  them fro& t h e  nes t  were always gone by t h e  fol lowing day. 

The following d ~ y  it was inposs ib le  f o r  me t o  v i s i t  the nes t  

=d when I returned on t h e  next ,or  n in th ,  day of t h i s  nes t l i ng ' s  

l i f e  I found it dead, i n  n-ormal crouched posture i n  t h e  nest .  No 

parent  was i n  t h e  v i c in i ty .  Very few xore  fea thers  were re leased 

from t h e i r s h e ~ t h s ,  so I essuned t h a t  t he  n e s t l i n g  had died on t h e  

previous day. Zerrick (7) repor ts  t h e t  brooding becomes l e s s  with 

t he  hatching of  the l e s t  egg; but  i n  t h i s  nes t  brooding depended 

on the v:eather, f o r  t he  young w e s  l e f t  f o r  long periods i n  the  

1 



- 
r a i n  but was brooded very -closelg On a sunny day a f t e r  the  o ther  

y o u ~ g  had l e f t  t h e  nes t .  He a l so  a s s e r t s  t h a t  the  long period 

(3 days) between laylng of each e5g is fo r tuna t e  and Is balanced - 1: 

., 2 
- . bg the early ~ s a i 3 & '  of t h e  young which keeps t h e  n e s t  c i e a r  f o r  t h e  ;. 

1 .  
I smaller nes t l i ngs ;  bu t  i f  t h i s  u sua l ly  neans t h e  abandonment of 

I - t h i s  l a s t  young t o  s a t i s f y  the needs of  the  o lder  n e s t l i n g s  

I 
! - already having l e f t  t h e  nes t  i t  seems a  very unfortunate arrangement. 
i - Pterylos is :  - - 

me page of sketches gives a  general  not ion of the  appearance 

i and arrangement of t h e  down and t h e  f e a t h e r  sheaths.  It i s  o f  
--: 

specia l  note t h a t  the  sp ina l  t r a c t ,  branching i n  t h e  scapula r  

region a s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of the order ,  does not become complete 

I u n t i l  the s i x t h  o r  seventh day, 

I Sumary : 

~ e n e r a l i z a t i o n s  from a  s ing l e  nes t  are  impossible,but t h e  

following conclusions are  a t  l e a s t  sueges ted  : 
I 

1. The Black end Yellow-billed Cuckoos a r e  not  always 

distinguisha8Jcby ca l l .  

Cuckoos a re  not always r e s t r i c t e d  as t o  h a b i t a t  o r  

h e i & t  i n  p lac ing  t h e i r  nest .  
L 

3. Both sexes share i n  t h e  brooding and feeding a c t i v i t i e s .  

The f e ~ a l e  i s  the  ltore determined, the male the  more noisy. 

4. The young are e x t r e ~ e l y  precocious and may leave t h e  

nes t  long before they a re  able t o  f l y .  

5. The young a re  soon covered c-ith E D w n ,  the  rudimentary 

doan i s  1.ushed out  and born upon the  ends o f  t h e  juvenal 

pluxage f e ~ t h e r  sheaths,  



6. Both mouth and throat feeding are commonly used. 

7. The eggs are not l e f t  unattended for more than 45 

minutes, the young mby be l e f t  as much as the two hours, 

during rain, . 

8. The Black-billed Wckoo is much l e s s  sensitive t o  

sound stirnull than to visuel .  Neither t m e  of sti~ulus from 
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