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Btudy of the Ruby-throated Hummingbird 
L 

by Jt3anrmtt8 h e r  

This study of the kby-throated Hwningblrd ( & r c 4 i l o c ~  c o l u b r l ~ )  m e  made a t  
( L l m n a 8 u  

the University O f  laichigam Biological s ta t ion  near Qheboygan, Bichigan, during the - 
C 

aunumr session of 1939, 

Zhree nests were found, h e y  were located eta followst 

1. E a d  side of Burt Lake 136B H Y  SlO 

3. Igorthwodle Camp T3Ta 83w 8% 
- 
C.srt atap on following page) 

Ecology of regiom: Zhe t e r r i to ry  of the.. hummingbirds ma. inFaspen. birch 

and maple aasociationr. %he nestis were found in  elm, red oak and red maple trees,  

Plants found nearby were: 

Popu@e t remuloide + 
Betula alba 
Que rcue rubra 
Aeer rubra 
Aeer eaechanm 
Pinue etrobue 
h-uriua penneylvanice 
Xhuja occidentalis 

Vicia angustif o m  E~ilobium anguatifoliua 
Die rv i l l a  lonicera Glintonia b o r e a l i ~  
Hierac ium auran%icm Gaultheria procumbena 
Apocynun androeaemifolium Qornus cana densie 
A pocynm cannabirnan 'l'rientalis americane 
R e r i s  aquilina VaceinAum pennsylvanictm 
A r i f  oiium re perm 
I rifoliwn hybrid- 

The woods were open: i?or the  most par t  and not f a r  f rcan &rt or  Bouglae Lake, Bogs 
were nearby, c 

Lichena covered the  tn\nks of eame of the neat treee. 

Birdet of the t e r r i t o ry  were t 

ghickade s Peaear 
Indigo bunting Least flycatcher 
Flicker Oriole 
Hairy woodpecker . k b i r t  
k w n y  woodpecker Spotted sandpiper 

Food of bird&: 

bong eprrorc. 
Chipping epa rrow 
Catbird 
Veeper sparrow 

I % Clover and garden floaecs s e r e  vieited by the hummi5 irds. ~ n e e c b  lrPe 

I plentiful and the sap of maple t rees  might have f'urnished the food. 
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Best loca*iont C 

The nests were found t o  be slevcnr a d  one-hlf fee% hi&, twelve feet high 

a nd twelve end o ~ ~ ) - h a y  f ea t  high. They were 0addl.d on branchem lees  th- 

one inch in diameter. Two of the  bnrrPohss rbpd do- and a m ~ s  roe6 erugatZy,. 

which i s  cox&- to generaI observations. 'Elo of the nes.tr were over r o a h  

and om ra+ over a wide graasy lams. 

Some proteetion wae gives a l l  nestre by overhagi.ug leaves. Two of the  

peat, were we11 shade& 

Heat iztg materfaL8 t 

The nests were chieflp plant do= with bud eca l e s  a t  the base, licb151~ 

(Befiraria ape) coverbg the  outside, and spider e i l k  holding the  whole together 

and spreading out alosg the branch i n  a l l  directions binding the nest t o  

the branch, The neet a t  brthwood's ca mp either did not have enough epider 

s i l k  t o  attach it firniLy or the change in position made when the branch was 

wire42 t o  the  bird blind raa too much; the  nesk began sliding off eo that  

the young were on a decided slope and made the beat of the si tuat ion by 

keeping the i r  heads a t  the higheat p o w .  

The eggs: 

The eggs are white , 1.3cm. long and .9cm, wid&. Althorn egg laying ma& 

mt observed the egg& m u s t  have been! l a id  on the  folloaing datest 

Both n e ~ t  e a t  .J&kd! June 25 

Nest a% lkrthwood's 8a3np July 2 

The male was not eeen around the  nest a t  any time, The fanale l e a  the 

neet fo r  food and many times in fear when anyone was i n  the blind. PIbelt no% 

frightened away she usually remained on the  egga seven or  eight mimltes 

although one day it was only three o r  Pour minutea before she flew away 

f o r  a minute o r  less, s: 





drrt of the ned. S ix tesn  day. old. Female feedhg yo- 

Young out of the nest a t  Burt W u f , ~  24, 199 



Onr egg hatched on July niath. The other egg did not hatch and was remved 

a f t e r  several da yam 

Obserwationr of tho appeara ace of the  young: 

Whem fir& sean tho young was lmrch o m r  a cen tbe t e r  in length and blackish 

in c o b r  with no dorm, In thrm day& the  epinal feather t rac t s  had appeared. In 

six daya the feather t r a c t s  wers well adva nced; the beak srae orange in color and 

short and broad. I n  seven days the @yea were opeau iS not before. The feathera 

wers f'uscous during the second week but showed a g reen id  eheem bg the th i rd  reek. 

The b i l l  became more black every day and rae longer and narrower. A t  the t i m a  of 

leaving the nest the  beak was not laore than half the length of the adult. 

Feeding of ypung: 

The interval between feeding seemed t o  be irregular  probably due t o  fear  
on the  part of t h e  female. The t i m e  was usual* lees  than t h i r t y  minutet. 

During the f i r s t  seek the female fed the  young and snuggled down on the 

young t o  protect them, During the  second and th i rd  weeks she sa t  above the  

- nest om a dead t r i g  and flew from twig t o  twig-whem there was q noise in the  

blfnd. 

M a n g  t h e e  the female as she sat on the  young would swing her head back 

e n d  forth , rotat ing it a bout thirrty degreea. She scented to fac 6 so tha t  one 

eye was on the blind. 

A t  Gortbroodl s where themwere two yotmg the one nearest t he  blind(to her 
- 

1eftt)nas fed f i r s t  . Each was usually fed three  times; ahs fed one and then 

the  other alternating very quickly. She puehed her beak fa r  down the  throat. 

It was only mhen the beak was very short tha t  the yellow regurgitation could 

be seen. 

The humming of the adult made by the very rapid beating of the  wings 

would be d f i c i e n t  t o  arouee the young ; they would etretch t h e i r  necks 

and open thei r  bea ks. men the adult had been gone for  twenty minutes o r  

more the young would frequently atretch o u t  for  food. The female may have 



been m a r  but t he re  was no indica t i o n  of  1%. 

The fsmale usually faced t h e  young w h e ~  feeding; however whoa t h y  wsre young 

aPd t h e  b a  k war ehort and bread they were fed from t h e  rear, the bsa k b m  M 

laager  feeding beca me rore awkward. Several t h e 8  tha adult grasped t h e  longer 

narrower bee k of t h e  yo- before ge t t ing  into a favorable poettion f o r  feeding. 

The young was eeen fed outeide the nes t  w h e m  s ixteen days old. C)n ths t~enty-eeccnd 

da 3 the young flew across %he gras ey lane( at  t h e  east  side of. Lake) and 

ea t  on a dead twig, 'Phe female returned f ive  minutea l a t e r  with b m a b g  of s inge 

and a chippering noise; she flew from neet t o  branch upon which t h e  goung wee 

perched and fed it after much d i f f icu l ty  a i%h posi t ion a nd  length of bea k. 

Bear: The adult showed fear by staying a say from t h e  blind, by giving short 

chirps  from above during incubation, by chippering a s  she flew around and around 

the blind and perching on t h e  blind during t h e  brooding period, I f  a space of q 

s i ze  sae l e f i  open f o r  observation she would pause in mid-air facing the  blind. 

This however wae probably a defense ac t  and was done in s p i t e  of fear,  

Defeade r 

There was only one observation made of defenee; a flycatcher flew in to  t h e  

t r e e  near the  neet. The adult  flew a t  t h e  intruder and chase4 it amp, 

Reactione of young; 

They seem t o  show no fear.  The two I have brought i n  and have ca ged a r e  not 
- 

disturbed apparently by armbere of people o r  by handlhg. &he young during the  

f i r s t  week in the  nest did not respond t o  the touching of t h e  b i l l .  ;ornethe8 the - 
older nestl ings would s t r e t ch  t h e i r  necks a nd open t h e i r  bea ke as  though expecting 

food. 

mest-sanitation: I f  anything needed t o  be taken from t h e  nest  o r  t h e  young t h e  female 

probably took care of it fo r  t h e  egg she l l  wae gone, The young voided t h e i r  sxcreth 

by pushing the  r ea r  end of t h e i r  bodies up over the  t o p  of the nee%. The fernale 

wa8 seen picking ecimetg&gg too  emall t o  see, from the yotmg. 



Behavior of young~ 

I have observe& t h e  young preen themselver but not o f b a .  The om8 I- b r o w  in 

ttaad the* f e d  t o  remove c o t b n  t h a t  wae on t h e i r  hills. Lnr tbie nest and out t h q  
4 

hummed the i r  w i n g s .  After three. wee& they were a g e  t o  fly. They ha ve a true 

budmgbird chipper which could bs heard  hen they were hungry, I did not not ice 

~ng greet 8 ~ 1 0 ~  of activitg ors t h e  pert of  t h e  pumg t h a t  could be ca  l l e d  

neat-exercises. The 3~ were E W W  q- mod of  t h e  thb 

The following combinations were. used t 
. . 

1. egg yolk and honey 

2. cream and honey d i lu t e  d with water 

3. brown sugar and egg yolk 

4, hone% and water 

Methods used. 

A t  f i r s t  a p ipe t te  with food nae held near o r  over t h e  beak. The ~ i r L s  
used the i r  10% tongues t o  take up the  food. rf they  were very hungry they 

opened t h e i r  mouths wide and drops of l iquid were taken a t  one tim similar  

t o  the feeding by the adult. A s  soon a s  a feetiing apparatus could be arranged 

o r  he ld  eo that t h e  drops of l iquid were a t  t h e  end of the  pipet te  and t h e  

pipette wae heldawag Irom the perch t h e  b i rds  fed while i n  mid-air as  t h e  

birde do when feeding from flowers o r  from feeders which a r e  ueed by t h e e  

who wieh t o  a t t r a c t  hummingbirds t o  t h e i r  hmes. % amall v ia  1 was f i l l e d  - 
with food and wired so t h a t  it hung from the  top of the  cage. The birds 

went t h e h o l d  length of the  v i a l  t ry ing  t o  loca te  t h e  opening, %en they 

found it they went d i r ec t ly  t o  t h e  mouth of the v i a l  without any searching, 

Color i s  probably e s sen t i a l  f o r  locat ing the flowere in nature but apparently 
+ 
unnecessary when t h e  birde a re  familiar with the  location. 

Bathing of birds r 



Bathing of birds8 

The birds became sticlcy with honey from the  f a e a r  and it hap necessary to 

bath thea~. B d l  amounts of water were used t o  no avaif so t h e  birdm were put 

in luks warm water and placed in t h e  eua. The birds  did not go into.  t h e  r a t e r  

of t h e i r  own accord. They survived t h e  deeper water bath and t h e  plumage 

rae greatly improved in appearance. 

-rY t 

1. lieeta were found In the  northern part  of the Allegha nian region. 

2. The nes t s  were found ona var ie ty  of t reeteela ,  maple, oa k and pins im 
F: 

roodu that were i a i r l y  open, near lakes  and bogs, f i e l d s  of clover and 

flower garden& with many wild flowere euch as: D i e r v i l l a  lonicera 

and E p i l o b i u ~  ~ ~ g u e t i f o l i u m  abundant. 

3. The neete were found over open lanes o r  roads on branches which 

were nore o r  l e s s  horizontal o r  eloping down with some l ea f  protection 

but proba bly not eas i ly  reached by squirrels. 

4. Am e f for t  was made t o  f ind  t h e  source of the nest ing material  but 

without euccese. Bud sca lee,  pla n t  down, epider webbing, and l ichens 

were found on a l l  neets. 

5. The fenale was the  only adu l t  seen a t  the nests alghough malee 

were seen accidently here and t h e r e  in the surrounding country. 

6. The female , unless frightened away, stayed near the nest  and 

on the eggs several mimtes a t  a time without leaving when she 
t- 

l ePt  f o r  just a rno~ent. Af'ter incub6tion she steyed awa y longer,;', 

coming ba ck t o  feed t h e  young about every twent t o  t h i r t y  minutes 

and c?uring t h e  f i r s t  seek of breading staying on the  n e s t  

protecting tho young. bring t h e  second and th i rd  weeke t h e  yo- 

were l e f t  more o r  l e a s  alone, one f ' m l e  etaying over t h e  neat on 

dm15 taiga.  



I I 

I 7. leeding mas by regurgi tat ioa and tb. food t h a t  we. seen wae ydlom and 

at too l iquid  in nature. 

8. The adul t  had l ees  t rouble feeding when the beak was short  and wida t h e  n 

when it was long . 
9. The young were m o d  Inactive f o r  the  moat pa rf; buL moved about ahen hungry, 

atretching t h e i r  necka and opening t h i e r  mouth6 when the  adul t  wae heard o r  

a c t u a l b  reached t h e  nee%. It was necceesary f o r  the adult to peck t h e  

beak of the  birde a t  times t o  get any reaction. 30 void excreta the birde 

shif ted about more, pushing the r e a r  of the body higher and above the edge of the 

~05%.  

LO. 'Pbe female ias not a f r a id  t o  a t t a ~ k  larger  b i rds  in defense of the nest, 

11. The young ma ke good caged birds. Eo few people have had opportulbity t o  

observe hummingbitds a t  close range t h a t  they a t t r a c t  a gre n t  deal of a tterrtion. 

They a re  not d i f f i c u l t  t o  feed. Al thoua  egg y o u  was added t o  t h e  honey and 

. water, it i s  quite l i k e l y  tha t  a d i e t  of honey alone would ha aufflcient. It was 

not  possible t o  try a ny r e a l  food experiments in t h e  short time available.. 

More reeearch could be done on t h e  subject andethe leading zooe of t h e  

country hight  Yi3e questicned ae t o  what they are feeding t h e i r  hummingbirds. 

Eagle Brand canned n i l k  wae heard about but not t r i e d  due t o  t h e  df i f f icu l ty  of 

keeping food withatt  t h e  uae of an i c e  box. 

12. The hummingbirds had no song, but were interesting because o f  the combinatiome 

of sound made by the  chippering warning note and t h e  hmmbg of the  repidly 

beating rings. 


