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During t h e  summer of 1943 while a t  the Univere i ty  of 

Michigan Bio log ica l  S t a t i o n  i n  Cheboygam County, Michigan, 

I was a f f o r d e d  fhe oppor tun i ty  o f  making eon8 observat ions  - - 
on the n e s t i n g  habits o f  the Ruby-throated Hummingbird (Archl- 

lochue colubrie). Observat ions were c a r r i e d  on far a two 

week p e r i o d  s t a r t i n g  July 7 when a n e s t  w i t h  two young waa . 
d i scovered  and t e rmina t ing  on J u l y  21, on whloh day the  young 

l e f t  t h e  nest .  Although obeer ra f ions  on a number of  n e s t s  

would have been more s a t i e f a o t o r y ,  no a t tempt  was mMe t o  f i n d  

a d d i t i o n a l  n e s t s  both because of the  l a t e n e s e  of t h e  seaeon 

and t h e  unlikehihood of  f i n d i n g  any wi th ln  t h e  S t a t i o n  area. 

The purpoae of this  s tudy has been t o  g a i n  f u r t h e r  in-  

formation on a n e c e s s a r i l y  l i m i t e d  phase of the  l i f e  h l s t o r y  

o f  the Ruby-throated Hummingbird which would c o n t r i b u t e  1,n a 

emall way t o  a b e t t e r  unders tanding  of i t s  habite and behavior. 

Observations were made almoet e x c l u s i v e l y  from a tower 

b l i n d  whose f l o o r  was l o c a t e d  f o u r  f e e t  from the nest .  A 

l i m i t e d  amount of obse rva t ion  was done o u t s i d e  o f  the b l i n d  

with a pair of eight power b inoculars .  
I 

Nest  - 
The n e s t  waa located i n  a s m a l l  Whlte  Birch (Betu la  

alba) about 22 f e e t  from the ground and plaoed f o u r  f e e t  ou t  - 
on a limb which was one-half Inch  i n  diameter,  It was saddled 



on a saooth  p o r t i o n  of  the  banoh with no apparent  i r r e g u -  

l a r i t y  o r  projeotlon t o  a i d  in e t a b i l i z i n g  o r  keeping it  up- 

r i g h t ,  I t  was oomposed c h l e f l y  of p l a n t  d o m  and s p i d e r  webe 

being  oovered on the ou t s ide  as we l l  aa on the r i m  w i t h  small 

bits  of l ichen ,  The l i n i n g  of t h e  n e s t  appeared t o  be the 

same a e  the main body of the n e s t ,  the whole of whioh was soft 

and f l e x i b l e ,  

The dimensions of the  n e s t  were as follows: o u t s i d e  diam- 

e t e r  3,5 on, ; I n s i d e  diameter  2,2 am, ; dep th  2,1 om, ; and 

h e i g h t  measuring from t h e  bottom of suppor t ing  branoh 3,8 om. 

Tlie n e s t  when f i rs t  seen wae qu i t e  cup-ahaped bu t  as n e s t i n g  

~ r o g r e s s e d  and t h e  young bird8 grew l a r g e r  it became f l a t t e n e d  - 
and l o s t  some of I t s  n e a t  appearance. To a id  i n  v i s u a l i z i n g  

the  small e i z e  of the n e s t  i t  mlght be mentioned that t h e  

opening of the nest could be completely oovered w i t h  the bal l  

of the  thumb, 

It was noted that t h e  rim of the n e s t  was turned in sug- 

gesting a flanged o r  r o l l e d  appearance, and r e s u l t i n g  i n  a 

smaller  opening than t he  a o t u a l  diameter  f u r t h e r  down in the 

nest.  This might be considered as an t d a p t a t i o n  f o r  r e t a i n -  

ing t h e  contents of t h e  n e s t  i n  t h e  early stages,  L a t e r  on 

th is  edge i s  r o l l e d  back and o u t  as the n e s t  s t r e t c h e s  and the 

young r e q u i r e  more room, 

~ a b i  ta t  

The wooded flora of t h e  a r e a  surrounding t h e  B i o l o g i c a l  

S t a t i o n  is a secondary growth which has come i n  s i n c e  this  



r eg ion  was burned over almost 60 years  ago. The d r i e r  part8 

I are covered with a dense growth of large eapl lng-s ize  pop la r s  

and b i rohee ,  and the more swampy areab w i t h  spruces  and cedar.. 

The n e s t i n g  s i t e  was made up of small b i rches ,  maplee and pop- 

lars. The fo l lowing t r e e s  were t h e  most common i n  the  v i e f -  

n i t y  a d j a c e n t  t o  the neat :  

Populus g rand iden ta ta  Querone r u b r a  

Popalus tremuloidea P m u s  pennsylvaniaa 

The herbaceous f l o r a  i n  t h e  same immediate v i a l n i t y  

w a s  made up c h i e f l y  of the fol lowing:  

D i e r v i l l a  Lonioera C l i n t o n i a  b o r e a l i s  

Hieraalum aurantloum Gaul t h e r i a  procumbens 

P t e r i s  a q u i l i n a  Cornus canadensis  

T r i f  o l i w  p r a t e n s e  A r a l i a  nudicaulia 

Tri fo l lum hybridum 

The n e s t i n g  t r e e  w a s  l o c a t e d  1 2  f e e t  from qa S t r e e t  

and about  e q u i d i s t a n t  from Upper Drive E a s t  and East S t a t e  

S t r e e t .  The whole s t a t i o n  a r e a  s l a n t e d  toward Douglas Lake, 

the  shore  of  which wae 200 f e e t  from the nes t .  Although 

t h e  above s t r e e t s  had cons iderable  t r a f f i o  during the time 

the study was i n  progress ,  t h e r e  was l i t t l e  a c t i v i t y  o r  d ie -  

turbanoe 'at t h e  time t h e  n e s t i n g  s i t e  was being chosen. There- 

fo re  i t  can be considered a f a i r l y  t y p i c a l  s i t e  f o r  a Humming- 

bird n e s t  i n  this region. Acoording t o  Bents, (1940) the 



3uby-throated Hummingbird showe a p re fe renoe  f o r  b u i l d i n g  i % e  

n e s t  above open l a n e s  o r  above water. I n  this ins tanoe  i t  was 

n o t  found t o  be 60 a l though bo th  a o n d i t i o n s  were a v a i l a b l e  i n  

t h e  immediate area, 

The food supply (speaking c h i e f l y  o f  n e o t a r )  aould be con- 

a i d e r e d  a e  be ing  s o a n t  i n  t h e  area a d j m e n t  t o  the nest.  The 

Bush Honeyeuokle, Hawk~eed and Clover made up t h e  greater part 

of the p l a n t s  f lower ing  at  t h e  time the stuay was being made, 

It i s  doubt fu l  i f  they  fu rn i shed  any of  the food neoeasary f o r  

t h e  maintenance of  t h e  young and t h e  p a r e n t s ,  Humraingbirds were 

never observed f e e d i n g  i n  t h e  v i c i n i t y  o f  the S t a t i o n ,  

Development Pounq 
', 

On July 7, when t h e  nee t  was found, t h e  young were es t imated  

( m o o r d i n g  t o  Forbuah 2:1927) t o  be s i x  o r  seven days old. Thei r  

eyes were J u s t  beginning t o  open an8 they  were naked exoept f o r  

q u i t e  conspicuous down on t h e  s p i n a l  t r a c t ,  The response t o  the  

parent bird at  f e e d i n g  time was r a t h e r  f e e b l e  and they genera l ly  

did n o t  open t h e i r  mouths u n t i l  the  p a r e n t  p r e s e n t e d  h e r  b i l l ,  

Thei r  weights a t  this  time were, Number 1, 2.13 grams and Number 

2, 2.15 grams, When p laced  on the  s c a l e s  on t h e i r  backs they 

were unable t o  r i g h t  themselves but  made i n e f f e c t u a l  grabbing 

motions w i t h  t h e i r  f e e t .  Fecal, ma te r i a l  a t  a l l  times w a s  d ie-  

posed of by f o r c i b l e  e j e c t i o n  over the  s i d e  o f  the nes t ,  

On J u l y  10, when t h e  young were t e n  days old, it was no- 

t i c e d  that the b i l l e  were beginning t o  lengthen ,  Previous t o  

this t h e i r  b i l l s  were not no t i ceab ly  l o n g e r  than  that of the  

young of o the r  f a m i l i e e  such as Compsothlypldae, The f i r a t  



f l u t t e r i n g 8  of t h e  wing6 was a l s o  seen at  this time. 

The young were weighed aga in  on Jaly 11 ( 1 1  days old) and 

a t  that time !?umber 1 weigheb 3,5 gram8 and- Number 2, 3.7 granis, 

The outermost p r imar ies  measured 0.5 om. long. When plaoed on 

t h e  soa lea  they were able wlth some d i f f i o u l t y  t o  right them- 

eelves, Their  graaping  powers were more developed f o r  when t h e y  

were taken from the nest, t h e y  t e n a o e l o u s l j  hung fast t o  the 

l i n i n g ,  t e a r i n g  some of  i t  out as they  were removed. 

A t  this a tage  the  young were beginning t o  move around more 

i n  t h e  neat,  The n e s t  whleh had been q u i t e  ample i n  s i z e  u n t i l  

- this  t ime was now well f i l l e d  and i t  was neoeeaary f o r  the  two 

young t o  s i t  s i d e  by s i d e  i n  o r d e r  t o  f i t  i n  comfortably,  . 

When t h i r t e e n  days old, on J u l y  13, the young were noted 

as be ing  quite aware of their surroundings. Fear  was well de- 

veloped a t  this time as evidenoed by a s o r t  o f  c r i n g i n g  when 

t h e  observer 's  hand was brought  near  t h e  n e s t ,  

From th i s  p o i n t  on t h e  development of t h e  young proceeded 

r a p i d l y .  Pr imar ies  and r e c t r l c e s  were developing r a p i d l y  and 

t h e  body f e a t h e r s  were beginning t o  come out. The inc rease  I n  

s i z e  n e c e s s i t a t e d  keeping t h e i r  heads up a g a i n s t  t h e  r i m  of 

t h e  n e s t  an8 t h e i r  b i l l s  a lmost  perpendioular .  

On the f i f t e e n t h  clay' ( d u l y  15) the f i r s t  ins tanoe  of at- 

tempts a t  preening were noted. It cons ie tad of a few i ne f fec -  

t u a l  jabs at the base of t h e  t a l l  by b i r d  Number 2. A c t i v i t i e s  

such  as tu rn ing  I n  t h e  n e s t  an8 moving t h e  head about  ( t h e  eyes 

were f u l l y  open a t  th i s  t ime) were g radua l ly  increas ing .  A sug- 

g e s t i o n  of the  green-bronze c o l o r  whlch i s  characteristic of t h e  



adults was d e t e c t e d  on t h e  backs o t  the  young, The progrese  

toward an appearanae resembling that of t h e  adult  b i d d  from 

here on was rapid ,  

A t  t h e  age o r  17 days, weights were a8 follows: Number 1 

3.6 grams and lumber 2, 4.15 grams, The d i f f e r e n o e  i n  welght 

is- oolnaiderable f o r  a b i rd  of suah s m a l l  s i z e ,  A p o s s i b l e  ex- 

p l a n a t i o n  that Blight be o f f e r e &  would be a d i f f e r e n c e  i n  feed- 

ing ,  It had been c o n a l a t e n t l y  noted up t o  this time that Num- 

b e r  2 always opened i t s  mouth when the  p a r e n t  bird approached 

t h e  ne s t  bu t  Number 1 g e n e r a l l y  waited u n t i l  the b i l l  was pre- 

sented, Consequently Number 2 was always ' fed first ,  and there- 

f o r e  m i g h t  have rece ived  a l a r g e r  share of  t h e  food, They 

were both considered t o  be females  because no ausky markings 

( ~ o b e r t s  2:1936) were t o  be seen  on t h e i r  th roa t s ,  I f  such 

was t h e  case,  the  v a r i a t i o n  In weights could  not  be a t t r i b u t e d  

d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  sex, 

A t  this time much a o t l v e  preenfng went on t o g e t h e r  with 

f requen t  e x e r c i s i n g  of the winge. The wing bea t inge  d id  n o t  

appear  e f f e o t i v e  i n  l i f t i n g  t h e  young up from t h e  nes t .  P r i -  

maries measured f rom 1.3 om, t o  1.5 cm,, t h e  r e o t r i c e s  0.8 cm, 

and the  b i l l  0 , g  cm, The b i l l  had now more o f  the appearance 

of the adults a l though much s h o r t e r  than  t h e  average (1.4 cm, ) ' 

of  t h r e e  specimens measured i n  t h e  B io log ica l  S t a t i o n  c o l l e c t i o n ,  

The juvenal plumage w a s  nea r ing  completion and t h e l r  ap- 

gearance waa q u i t e  adu l t - l ike .  The green-bronze c o l o r a t i o n  



- 7 -  
oovered t h e  e n t i r e  upperpar ts  b u t  i t  was n o t  as i n t e n s e  ar 

in the adult ,  

A g r e a t  ' inorease  i n  awareness was e v i d e n t  a t  this stage, 

I n s e c t s  f l y i n g  about t h e  n e s t  were watched closely a e  were 

o t h e r  birds which might pass by. Nolsee i n  the b l i n a  such as 

t h e  r u b t l i n g  of paper  a l s o  caught  t h e i r  a t t e n t i o n .  A b e l l l -  

ge ren t  a t t i t u d e  tdward a f o r e i g n  o b j e c t  brought near  t h e  n e s t  

was revealed ,  When t h e  observer ' s  hand wae brought near t h e  

n e s t ,  t h e  larger of t h e  two r a i s e d  the  f e a t h e r s  on i t s  baok 

bu t  did n o t  a t t empt  t o  peck, 

The last obse rva t ions  were made when t h e  young were 19 

days o l d  on J u l y  19, All of t h e  young were g r e a t l y  

inoreased  suoh as preening,  b e a t i n g  the  wings, s t a n d i n g  up 

i n  t h e  n e s t  and s o  on. Both young were seen t o  pfck a t  t h e  

n e s t  and t h e  branch immediately ou t s ide  t h e  nes t ,  An i n c r e p e  

I n  t h e  frequency of  feeding  wae a l e o  noted. 

On t h e  twenty- f i r s t  day, when I came t o  weight them, my 

obse rva t ions  were c u t  s h o r t ,  f o r  as I reached my hand out  t o  

t h e  n e s t ,  t h e  young without a moment 's h e s i t a t i o n '  f lew d i r e c t l y  

from t h e  n e s t  with a speed and d i r e c t n e s s  f a i r l y  equal t o  that 

of the  adult birds, Due t o  dense f o l i  age and a l i m i t e d  view 

from t h e  b l i n d ,  I was unable t o  follow t h e i r  movements, A t -  

tempts were made l a t e r  t o  l o c a t e  them i n  t h e  v i c i n i t y  but  with- 

c u t  S U C C ~ ~ S ,  

~ t t e n t i v e n e s e ,  

:Apart from feed ing  pe r iods ,  observa t ions  on a t t e n t i v e -  

c e a s  were l i m i t e d  t o  the first day, During the t ime observed, 



t h e  female spen t  86 mlnutes on the  n e s t  and 144 minutes o f f  

o r  approxlmatelr  of t h e  time was spen t  on t h e  n e s t ,  What 

would  have been a normal t a p e r i n g  of f  of a t t e n t i v e n e s s  wae 

d i s r u p t e d  by t h e  s e t t i n g  up of the  b l i n a  f o r  the bird was never 

seen  t o  brood afterwards and t h e  only  t ime spent  a t  t h e  n e a t  
< 

was dur ing  t h e  a c t u a l  feeding.  

The male was never  seen t o  he lp  i n  f eed ing  t h e  young nor 

was he seen anywhere n e a r  t h e  n e s t  o r  w i t h i n  the  S t a t i o n  area, 

Feedinq 

The a c t u a l  f e e d i n g  wae a n  I n t e r e s t i n g  process,  After 

making a few pre l iminary  inepeot ion  f l i g h t 6  around the b l ind ,  

t h e  p a r e n t  woula alight on t h e  edge of t h e  n e s t  an8 s i t  q u i e t l y  

f o r  f u l l y  a half a minute, When ready, she  e t r e t c h e a  h e r  neck, 

p o i n t i n g  he r  b i l l  down more o r  l e s s  p a r a l l e l  w i t h  h e r  b o Q ,  

and i n s e r t e a  i t s  f u l l  l e n g t h  i n t o  t h e  t h r o a t  of the wa l t ing  

youngster,  Then i n  unison t h e r e  would t a k e  plaoe a rapid up 

and down motion t o g e t h e r  w i t h  slmultaneous r o t a t i o n  back and 

f o r t h  of t h e  young onece hand about the  l o n g  a x l e  o f  t h e  f emaler e 

bi l l ,  Af ter  about  f i v e  seconds of  th is  the bird would draw h e r  

b i l l  p a r t i a l l y  ou t  and pause another  f i v e  seconds o r  s o  before  

slowly withdrawing t h e  b i l l  e n t i r e l y .  A t  no time was the  ob- 

s e r v e r  ab le  t o  see  any food pass ing  from one t o  the  o the r ,  It 

i s  probable t h a t  the  food was paseed a f t e r  t h e  v i o l e n t  pumping 

d u r i n g  the  slow withdrawal of t h e  b i l l  and a t  the pause pre- 
1 

ceeding the complete withdrawal, The bird was never  observed 



bringing any s o l i b  food t o  t h e  young such as l n e e c t s ,  They 

were a p p a r e n t l y  f e d  exclusively by r e g u r g i t a t i o n ,  

The o r a e r  of f e e d i n g  the g r e a t e r  p a r t  o f  t h e  time was 

f o r  each b i d  t o  be f e d  twioe i n  sucoession, a l though several 

Ins tances  were seen when t h e  two were f e d  a l t e r n a t e l y .  The 

mardnrum number of feedings  given t o  a bird at one v i s i t  t o  

t h e  n e s t  rag three .  The t o t a l  number of feeding. by t h e  f e -  

a a l e  p e r  v l e i t  t o  t h e  n e s t  ranged from one t o  f i v e  wlth f o u r  
P 

' as a q u i t e  c o n s i s t e n t  number. The feed ing  prooedure was watohed 

a t o t a l  of 22 t imes w i t h  an average i n t e r v a l  between feed ings  of 

5 l m i n u t e 8 .  The female had an i n t e r e s t i n g  habit of ex tending  

and r e t r a c t i n g  her tongue s e v e r a l  t imes a f t e r  eaoh feeding,  

During t h e  l as t  week of n e s t  l l f e ,  the young a l s o  developed 

this habit, 

I n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p  

The f o l l o w i n g  birds were known t o  be n e s t i n g  within 150 

f e e t  of the s tudy nes t :  Kingbird ( ~ y r a n n u a  tyrannus) ,  Robin 

(Turdus migra to r ius )  and a Leas t  F lyca tcher  (Empidonax minimus). 

Only one i n s t a n c e  of f r i c t i o n  between s p e o i e s  was observed, 

While watching t h e  n e s t  from t h e  b l i n d  a Leas t  F lyca toher  lit 

on the  branch next  t o  t h e  n e s t  and a f t e r  a momentary pause 

reached over  and pecked one of t h e  young t h r e e  timea quite 

aharply about the head and then  f lew away, This m i g h t  have 

been a chance happening near  t h e  n e s t  and a more o r  l e s s  in-  

q u i s i t i v e  pecking r a t h e r  than a d e l i b e r a t e  a t t empt  t o  cause  . 



Because of  i t s  feed ing  habits, t h e  Ruby-throated Humming- 

bird could n o t  be eons idered  t o  be i n  d i r e o t  oompetit ion f o r  

f e e d i n g  t e r r i t o r y  with any of the o t h e r  b i r d s  c o b o n  t o  ths area. 

1. One n e s t  was observed over a p e r i o d  of 14 days.. 

2, The n e s t  was l o c a t e d  In secondary growth of deciduous t r e e s .  

3. Food supply w a s  s c a n t  i n  the Immediate area. 

4, The male bird did not h e l p  with t h e  c a r e  of the young, n o r  

was he seen  i n  t h e  area.  

5. Brooding tlme was reduaed &om 58% of t h e  time t o  no pe rcen t  

when the  blincl was se t  up. - .: 

6, The young were fed r e g u r g i t a t e d  food exc lus ive ly  w i t h  an 

average i n t e r v a l  between feedings  of  51 minutes. 

To ta l  days of n e s t l i n g  l i f e  were 21. 7.. 
8 .  No f r i c t i o n  e x i s t e d  between the Hummingbird an8 o t h e r  spe- 

c i e s  n e s t i n g  i n  t h e  same t e r r i t o r y .  

9. Nes t l ings  were attackecl once by a Least Flycatcther. 
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