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INTRODUCTION 

This repor t  concerns a study of two nes t l ings  of the 

Yellow-billed Cuckoo (Coccyxus americanus americanus). The 

nes t  was discovered July 21, 1942 on Grapevine Point, a t  

Douglas Lake, Michigan, on the property of the University of 

Michigan Biological s ta t ion? The study was made i n  order t o  
C. 

gain infornation on the growth and development of the nest l ings  

and on the a c t i v i t i e s  of the  parents. Observations were begun 

on July 22, 1942, jus t  p r i o r  t o  the hatching of the young, and 

extended t o  July 30, when the young l e f t  the  nest .  A t o t a l  of 

fifty-seven hours was spent in observing during the nes t l ing  

stage, the periods varying from one hour t o  f i f t e e n  hours i n  

length. Because of the shyness of the adul t  birds,  a ground 

bl ind was placed a t  a distance of twenty-five f e e t  from the 

nest ,  and a nineteen power telescope was used as  an opt ica l  aid.  

On July 28, the  f i f t h  day a f t e r  hatching, it was possible t o  

place the b l ind  within s i x  f e e t  of the nest ,  the  adult  b i rds  

having become accustomed t ~ .  the blind. 

Appreciation i s  expressed t o  D r .  0. S .  P e t t i n g i l l ,  Jr., 

of Carleton College, Northfield, Minnesota and of the 

University of Michigan Biological Stat ion,  Douglas Lake, Michigan, 

f o r  valuable advice and f o r  the use of the ground blind and 

telescope. Thanks a re  extended t o  M r .  Jack Stanford f o r  in- 

dicat ing the locat ion of the  nest  observed, and t o  M r .  C l i f ford  

Davis fo r  the donation of Nest 2, which w a s  used i n  a comparison 

of nest  s t ructure .  

1. See Hap 1 



HABITAT 

! 
The nest  was s i tua ted  in a small clearin&covered with i 

bracken. The nest ing t r e e  was an American Beech (Faws prandi fo l ia )  

located i n  the north  p a r t  of the  clearing.  The surrounding 
I 1 

t r ees  were American ~ s p e n  (Populus tremuloides), White Birch 

-(Betula - alba) ,  Sugar Maple (Acer s a c c h a m ) ,  Pin Cherry  runus us 
pennsylvanica) and Scotch Pine.(Pinus ay lves t r i s ) .  

Other b i rds  observed were the Red-eyed Vireo ( ~ i r e o s y l v a  

olivacea), Black and White Warbler (Mniotilta var ia )  and the  

Ovenbird ( ~ e i u F u s  aurocapi l lus) ,  The.-only mammal seen was the 

Chipmunk (Tamias s t r ia tus) . .  Small black ants  were observed on 
- 

the nesting t r e e  and a b i r d  lous; on one of the young, but the 

species of these were not determined, 

It was evident t h a t  the adu l t  b i rds  did not obtain food i n  1 
the immediate v i c i n i t y  of the nest ,  s ince they disappeared from 

sight  during ina t ten t ive  periods. However, a portion of the I I 
! 

food was ce r t a in ly  gathered within the habi ta t ,  as  evidenced by I 

the f a c t  t h a t  one of the adul t s  returned with food a f t e r  an 

inattentive period of only two minute's duration. 
6 

No other Yellow-billed Cuckoos were seen in the v ic in i ty ,  

therefore, there  was no opportunity t o  observe t e r r i t o r i a l  

boundaries through in t ra -spec i f ic  conf l ic t s .  There nas 

seemingly no contact with other b i rds  of the environment, u n t i l  

a f t &  the young had l e f t  the  n e s t ,  On the afternoon of t h a t  day, 

one of the young was momentarily inspected by a Red-eyed Vireo, 

md  l a t e r  by a Blsck and White Karbler, both feeding in the  



vicini ty .  

NESTS 

The nest  of the  Yellow-billed Cuckoo family studied, Nest 

1, was located In the main fork of a small, double, American 

Beech. The bottom of the nes t  was 1.9 meters above the ground. 

Two addit ional  Yellow-billed Cuckoo nes ts  were examined for  

purposes of comparison. Nest 2, a l s o  located on Grapevine Point, 

was found i n  a young sugar Maple. Supported mainly by dead 

grapevines, the  nes t  was 4 meters above the ground. Nest 3, 

two miles west of the -first two nes ts ,  was placed i n  an American 

Elm ( ~ l m u s  americana), 2 r 5  meters f rm the ground and 4 meters 

out from the trunk. The three  nes ts  were col lected and comparisons 

made. A comparative analysis of the nes ts  a s  t o  dimensions and 

materials  of construction is as follows: 

Dimensions Nest 1 West 2 Nest 3 

Inside diameter 100 mm, 70 mm, No cup 
Outside diameter 250 mm, 170 mm. 250 mm. 
Inside height 25 mm. . 5 mm. No cup 
Outside height 80 mm. 50 mm. 60 mm. 

Materials 

Dead twigs 
Dead leaves 
Seed down 
Dead bark 
Pine needles 

See Figures 1, 2 and 3 f o r  a graphic analysis  of nesting 

materials  by volume. 

The dead twigs used i n  nes t  construction showed freahly- 

broken ends, indicating t h a t  they had been broken from t rees ,  

r a the r  than having been picked up from the ground. The dead 



NEST 1 OF THE YELLOW-BILLED CUCKOO 
At 

Douglas Lake, Michigan 

Nesting Material Analyaiaby Volume 

Dead twigs 

/seed fibers 4 

\ I Dead leaves I 

ISATERIALS 

Dead twigs---60 % 
Dead leaves--25 % 

Seed fibers--10 $ 

Dead bark---- 4 % 
Pine needles- 1 $ 

1.9 Meters above ground 

DIhlENSIONS 

Inside diameter--100 mm. 

Outside diameter-250 mm, 

Inside height---- 25 mm. 

Outside height--- 80 mm, 



NEST 2 OF THE YEIlL.tC1W-BILLED CUCKOO 
at 

Douglas Lake, Michigan 

Nesting Material Analysisbg Volume 

MATERIALS 

Dead twigs---69 % 
Dead leaves--15 $ 

Seed down---- 0 % 
Dead bark----I5 % 
Pine needles- 1 % 

4 Meters above ground 

DIMENSIONS 

Inside diameter--70 rnm, 

Outside diameter-170 mm. 

Inside height---- 5 mm. 

Outside height---50 mm. 



NEST 3 OF THE YEL;LCW-BILLED CUCKOO 
at 

Dcmglaa Lake, Michigan 

Neating Material Analysiaby Volume ' 

2.5 Heters above ground 

TUTERIALS DIMENSIONS 

Dead twigs---99 % Inside diameter--No cup 

Dead leaves-- 1 $ Outside diameter-250 mm. 

Inside height----No cup 

Outside height--060 mm. 



twig8 used in Nest 1 were f i r m 1  Intermingled irb- tM%. the  

nest  remained i n t a c t  upon being collected,  and some of the twigs 

had t o  be broken In order t o  dismantle the nes t ,  The l in ing  was 

complete enough t h a t  l i g h t  did not  come through, Nests 2 and 3 

were not so firmly constructed, Nest 3 lacking a cup, 

EGGS 

The eggs were observed but once prior t o  hatching, They 

were two in nqjber, and light bluish-gray i n  color....Chapman 

(1932:Color Chart facing xxviii), 

SUMMARY OF NESTING EVENU'S 

July 22---Two eggs observed i n  n e s t  

23---Both young supposedly hatched 

24---Young did not  r a i s e  heads when touched by 
observer 

25---First feeding observed; mandibles of one of 
young painted 

26---Food c a l l s  of young heard from a distance of 
25 f e e t ;  bodies of young beginning t o  pro jec t  
above the edge of the nest ;  eyes beginning t o  
open 

27---Young show f e a r  and hiss when touched; eyes open 

28---Food smallowed without hes i t e t ion ;  one of the 
young observed standing; bl ind placed within 
s i x  f e e t  of the nest  

29---A clucking, adult- l ike tone appeared i n  the 
voices of the young; they picked a t  t h e i r  
feather sheathes and were generally act ive 

30---Both young jumped from the nest  upon being ap- 
proached a t  6:00 a.m.; replaced; fea thers  brought 
out by preening; young hopped t o  branches of the 
nesting t r e e  a t  11:OO a . m . ;  fed by a t  l e a s t  one 
adult  a l l  afternoon; 6:00 p.m. one of the young 
captured and measured 

31---&tire family disappeared 



PARENTAL CAFU3 

Since the parents were not trapped, it was impossible t o  

obtain spec i f ic  da ta  on a c t i v i t i e s  of each sex. Table 1, 

showing at tent ive- inat tent ive periods, is, therefore, worked out 

fo r  the pair .  However, one of the  adul t  b i rds  had s t a i n s  on 

the r igh t  s ide of i t s  b i l l  and a black speck on the  breas t  

feathers.  These markings pers i s ted  throughout the   observation^, 

making it possible t o  d is t inguish  between the two adult8 when 

e i t h e r  b i r d t s  r i g h t  s ide was toward the blind. The b i r d  w i t h  

the markings was designated as  Bird 2 and the- other parent aa 

Bird 1. 

The young were ac tua l ly  on the nes t  during f if ty-one hours 

of observation. The a c t i v i t i e s  of the  parents during t h a t  time 

are  summarized as  follows: 

Percent of time attantive------------------ 64% 

Longest a t t en t ive  period------------------- 2 h. 21' 

'Shortest a t t en t ive  period------------------ 5" .k 
Average a t t en t ive  period------------------- 33.3' 

Percent of time inattentive---------------- 35.5% 

Longest ina t t en t ive  period----------------- 1 h. 

Shortest ina t t en t ive  period---------------- l o n  5 

Average ina t t en t ive  period----------------- 16.6' 

1. A feeding ac tua l ly  occurred 
2. Bird 1 already approaching when Bird 2 l e f t  the nes t  



Percent of a t t e n t i v e  time spent In brooding-- 85.6% 

Longest brooding period---------------------- 2 h, 21' 

Shor tes t  brooding period--------------------- 4 '  

Average brooding period---------------------- 49.3' 

Largest number of feeding v i s i t s  per hour 
(Based on a twelve-hour : period of o b s e r v a t i o ~ )  3.17 

Smallest number of feeding v i s i t s  per hour 
(Based on a two-hour period of observation)-- .5 

Number of feeding v i s i t s  per  hour a f t e r  t he  
young l e f t  the  nes t  

(Based on a six-hour period of observation)-- 3 

More d e t a i l e d  information concerning pa ren ta l  c a r e  may be 

found i n  Table 1, 

Although the  paren ts  became qu i t e  accustomed t o  the  presence 

of the  observer i n  the  bl ind,  they would not  ca r ry  on normal 

a c t i v i t i e s  i f  the  observer  were moving about anywhere within 

s igh t  of the nes t .  This shyness made it impossible t o  observe 

any food hunting o r  o ther  a c t i v i t i e s  away from t h e  n e s t .  

During the  e a r l y  p a r t  of the  nes t l i ng  s tage  the  d u t i e s  of 

feeding and brooding were almost equally shared by the  parents .  

However, beginning July  28, Bird 1 appeared t o  be increas ingly  

i na t t en t ive ,  and a f t e r  the  young l e f t  the  n e s t  Bird  1 was not 

pos i t i ve ly  i d e n t i f i e d  i n  the  v i c i n i t y ,  

The "ra in  croww c a l l  w a s  seldom heard, never wi thin  one 

hundred f e e t  of the  nes t .  Xowever, during about h a l f  of the  

brooding periods, near  the  c lose  of each, a monotonous "cuk- 

cuk-cuk-cuk" came from the  t r e e s  bordering the  c lea r ing ,  a c a l l  



TABLE 1. ATTENTIVE-INATTENTIVE PERIODS 

> of A t t .  
l ime 
lime 

i 
n a t t e n t i v e  , 
k a t t e n t i v e  
'erioda 
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'eriod 
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'er iod 
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4 

31' 

2 

30'9" 

30 " 

15.5' 

lh.47' 

27 

56 t 

2 

32' 

24 

28' 
1 

16' 1231 XI' 

30 

3~49' 

39 

44'33" 

20" 

9' 

10" 

I 
4.5' 14' 

I 

h 

3 

45' 

15'30" 

26' 

lh.20' 
- -- 

9 

191 3" 

2' 50" 

15' 



evidently u t t e red  by the mate of the brooding b i rd .  Thia 

ca l l ing  was commonly practiced by both of the  adu l t  bi rds ,  and 

seemingly stimulated the brooding b i rd  t o  leave t h e  nest .  In 

one instance, Bird 2,being on the nest ,  answered this c a l l  with 

a few 'low tfcuksw and a quivering of the body. 

When d i s h r b e d ,  the adul ts  u t te red  single, clucking notes, 

while jumping from one low branch t o  another, drooping t h e i r  

wings a s  if lacking control.  

YOUNG 

The time of hatching was not posi t ively determined, since 

hatching occurred during the in te rva l  between the  f i r s t  and 

second v i s i t s  t o  the nest .  The e n t i r e  nes t l ing  s tage was com- 

pleted within seven days and sixteen hours, the time between 

the observation of the  eggs a t  7:00 p.m. July 22 and the time 

a t  which the young l e f t  the nest ,  a t  1 1 : O O  a.m., July 30, 

Herrick (1935:94) glves the nes t l ing  stage of the  Black-billed 

Cuckoo (Coccyeus erythrophthalmus) as seven t o  nine days, and 

Roberts (1932:593) c i t e s  an instance i n  which two Black-billed 

Cuckoos hatched on September 13, 1907 and showed thehr f i r s t  

feathers on September 20, 1907. 

On July 25, one of the adult  b i rds  brooded continuously 

during a two hour observation. Once in  t h a t  period the adult  

stood, and pecked a t  smething i n  the bottom of the nest .  

Although the brooding b i rd  was not disturbed, it i s  assumed tha t  

hatching took place during tha t  day. 

Two young were found i n  the nest  on July 24. Their skin 



was black, and without down, t h e i r  only covering being q u i l l s ,  

They did not respond, e i t h e r  by movement or sound, when touched 

by the observer, 

The mandibles of one of the  young were painted with red 

f ingerna i l  polish; t h i s  b i rd  was designated as Bird A and the 

other as  Bird B, 

Feeding was first observed on July 25, On t h i s  day, as on 

a l l  succeeding days, the young were each fed an approximately 

equal number of times, although not always in ro ta t ion ,  The 

adul t  would hold the food i n  the mouth of the  nest l ing,  sometimes 

fo r  as long as a half minute before swallowing occurred, On 

t h i s  day, as on succeeding days, the majori ty of the  food 

consisted of the la rva  of a moth, probably the Ashen Pinion 

(Xylina antennata.) Beal (1898:13) does not l i s t  t h i s  larva 

as  a food of the  Yellow-billed Cuckoo, Each of the young was 

a l s o  fed a Xay Fly, the body of which was as  long a s  tha t  of the 

nestl ing.  The f e c a l  sacs excreted by the young, usually a f t e r  

two feedings, were regular ly  swallowed by the parent doing the 

feeding. 

~ ~ 9 n n x ~ ~ ~ x ~ g x ~ ~ ~ z ~ m ~ s -  

--P- 

The en t i r e  period of a c t i v i t y  of the  family w a s  covered 

by the observation of July 26. The young were fed  a t o t a l  of 

twenty-eight times on tha t  day, the feedings being equally 

divided between Bird A and Bird B. The small number of feedings 

may be accounted f o r  by the f a c t  that Bird 1 brooded continuously 

f o r  two hours and twenty minutes, during a r a in  i n  the afternoon. 

The food c a l l s  of the young were heard from a distance of twenty- 

f ive  f e e t ;  these buzzing noises were emitted whenever the adul t s  



perched on the edge of the  nest, with food. The bodies of the 

young were beginning t o  project  above the  edge of the nest ,  

and t he i r  eyes were s t a r t i n g  t o  open, 

During the afternoon of July 27, Bird A was fed a cicada 

by Bird 2, Later i n  the day, as the mandibles of Bird A were 

being repainted with f inge rna i l  polish, both nes t l ings  his'sed, 

and crouched in f ea r ,  Measurements of the young, begun on thts 

day, may be found in Table 2, 

On July 28, during a twelve hour period of observation, 

there were thirty-seven feedings, equally divided between Bird 

A and Bird B. For the f i r s t  time, the young often swallowed 

t h e i r  food without hes i ta t ion ,  

The nestl ings,  beginning t o  show t a i l  q u i l l s ,  were very 

active; one of the young stood f o r  a shor t  time, 

The blind was placed within s i x  f e e t  of the nest .  

A clucking c a l l ,  with an adul t - l ike  tone quali ty,  was f i r s t  

u t tered by the young on July 29, Both Bird A and Bird B showed 

in te res t  in  t h e i r  surroundings, and gave t h i s  new c a l l  when the 

parents were near with food, Bent (1940:58) describes this 
> 

sound as  "cuk-cuk-cur-r-r-r-rrr". During the afternoon, the  

nestl ings began t o  pick a t  t h e i r  fea ther  sheathes, and some 

feathers  became v i s  ib le  , 

On the morning of July 30, the  Boung would not t o l e r a t e  

the approach of the  observer, and jumped f r o m  the  nest  t o  the 

ground, Upon being ret re ived,  they showed much pugnacity, and 

used t h e i r  mandibles i n  r e s i s t i n g  capture. After  being replaced 

in the nest ,  they resumed the picking of the  sheathes from the 



feathers.  Forbush (1927:243) describes these fea ther  sheathes 

a s  bgack, however, in t h i s  case, they were almost transparent,  

During the mornlng,the b i rds  underwent a grea t  change in ap- 

pearance, becoming w e l l  feathered i n  a few hours. The young 

s t re tched t h e i r  wings, and Bird B crawled over the back of the 

adul t  b i rd  s i t t i n g  in the nest  a t  the  time, Shortly before 1 1 : O O  

a . m .  Bird B hopped onto a near-by branch, but returned immediately 

t o  the nest .  

A t  11:OO both birds  l e f t  the n e s t  and s t a r t e d  t o  crawl 

upwards toward the ends of separate branches of the  nes t ing  t r ee .  

A l i t t l e  a f t e r  12:OO noon both young l e f t  the nest ing t r ee ,  

proceeding, mostly by crawling, and sometimes using t h e i r  wings 

t o  a id  them i n  hopping a few inches through space, They gained 

posi t ions  i n  near-by t rees ,  Bird A covering a p a r t  of the journey 

on the ground, and Bird B proceeding from branch t o  branch, 

During the afternoon,Bird A reached a posit ion f i f t e e n  f e e t  

above the ground, Food was offered by Bird 2, but each of the 

young often refused it, upon which it was fed  t o  the o ther ,  In  

one instance, a f t e r  a feeding, one of the  adults ,  i n  springing 

from the branch, overbalanced Bird B, leaving the young b i rd  

hmging bg i t s  f e e t ,  It was able t o  w i c k l y  regain i t s  posit ion 

on the branch, 

Bird B was captured and measured during the l a t e  afternoon, 

The color of i t s  fea thers  very nearly resembled t h a t  of the 

adults ,  but i t s  t a i l  was very stubby, It continuously r e s i s t e d  

and u t te red  loud d i s t r e s s  c a l l s ,  

On July 31, the en t i r e  family disappeared, 



NESTING SUCCESS 

Two eggs were present a t  the close of incubation; both 

young hatched and fledged, 

SUMMARY 

1, The hab i t a t  was a typ ica l  aspen association,  and the food 

was obtained i n  this hab i t a t ,  No c o n f l i c t  with other 

animals was observed, 

2. Nest 1 shciwed same inter-twining of construction materials,  

and remained i n t a c t  i n  handling, The other two nests 

examined were not of such durable s t ruc tu re  . 
3. Somewhat l e s s  than seven days and s ix teen  hours were 

consumed in the n e s t l i n g  stage,  

- 4 ,  Parental du t ies  were equally assumed during the  f i rs t  few 

days, but when the young became f i v e  days old Bird 2 

essent ia l ly  took over t h e i r  care. . 

5. The brooding periods became shorter  as the age of the 

nest l ings  increased, 



TABU3 2 e .  WUSURE3ENTS OF TH.E YOUNG 

Taken at 6:00 p a .  

- .  
J u l y  27 B i r d  A B i r d  B 

 ill---------- 12 ~ml. - .  ill---------- 13 m e  

wing---------- 20 nun, - , a  - + wing ---------- 21 mme 

Tarsus - - - - - - - -  22 = a  Tarsus--------  22 mu* 

- a _ * -  .+ - I . = T. a- * .  

July 28 B i r d  A- -, : - ,  - + , - B i r d  B 

July 29 B i r d  A B i r d  B  

 ill---------- 15 mm.  ill---------- 15 mm. 

July 30 B i r d  B 

B i l l  ---------- 16 mm. 

wing--- - --- - - - 50 mm, 

Tarsus--------  24 mm. 



South F i s h t a i l  Bay 
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