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Abstract

Numerous studies report American Goldfinches (Spinus tristis) in the mid-Atlantic 
Coastal Plain initiate nesting in June with maturation of regional Asteraceae this-
tles, and use spider and caterpillar web threads to bind various nest materials. We 
observed a female goldfinch gathering web from Eastern Tent Caterpillar Moth 
(Malacosoma americanum) larvae on 21 April 2012. Non-native, earlier-blooming 
thistle, warming climate, and availability of nyjer seed in popular backyard feeders 
may be factors contributing to earlier goldfinch nesting activity.
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Authors generally attribute the annual start of nesting activity by the American Gold-
finch (Spinus tristis) to coincide with maturation of Asteraceae thistles from which they use 
pappus (silky/feathery filaments of the modified calyx) as an important nest material and the 
seeds provide nestling food (Stokes 1950, Holcomb 1969, Lynch 1970, McGraw and Middle-
ton 2009). Radford et al. (1968), and Brown and Brown (1984) indicate nearly all frequently 
occurring thistle species (Cirsium and Centaurea spp.) on the Coastal Plain do not bloom 
before late June, thus commencement of goldfinch nesting would be delayed until that time 
or when the first pappus appeared a few weeks later. 

Mid-Atlantic Breeding Bird Atlases and regional bird books referencing Pennsylvania 
through North Carolina report a few American Goldfinches might initiate nest building earlier 
than mid-June, but nearly all first reported incidences occur in early July with maturity of 
thistles (Stewart and Robbins 1958, Potter et al. 1980, Santner 1992, Hess et al. 2000, Walsh 
et al. 1999, Rottenborn and Brinkley 2007, Ellison 2010). 

Ellison (2010) noted an 8.7% shift toward June initiation of goldfinch nests during the 
2002-2006 Maryland Breeding Bird Atlas. Possibly introduction and/or spread of non-native, 
earlier-blooming thistle species, recent years of warming and/or drier climate, and popularity 
of backyard feeders offering nyjer seed may all contribute to earlier nest activity. 

In the Maryland Coastal Plain, on the unusually early date of 21 April 2012, K. Harris, 
W. Harris, and Poet observed and photographed an American Goldfinch collecting nest ma-
terial at Adkins Arboretum near the town of Ridgely, Caroline County, Maryland. Presented 
here are our observations and comments related to this early occurrence. (continued)

Methods

These three recreational bird observers made the goldfinch sighting while walking along 
designated trails at the Adkins Arboretum at about 8:50 a.m. with clear sky, 22°C and no 
discernible wind. We first spotted a male and female American Goldfinch perched near the 
top of a small black cherry (Prunus serotina) infested in one of the uppermost forks with 
webbing from Eastern Tent Caterpillar Moth (Malacosoma americanum) larvae. The yellow 
and black-winged male was positioned about 0.5 m above the drab female perched directly 
adjacent to the widest portion of the tent webbing about 6 m high in the tree. Poet later pho-
tographed the goldfinch activity with a hand-held, Nikon D5100 Digital SLR Camera in an 
Auto mode, zoomed to 300 mm magnification.

Results

We first assumed the goldfinches were consuming the Eastern Tent Caterpillar Moth lar-
vae whose webbing densely infested the tree; however upon closer inspection we ascertained 
the female goldfinch was collecting strands of tent webbing into and around her bill while the 
male watched. Figure 1 shows the female with the gathered strands of webbing within and 
on the bill. We watched this collecting behavior for 5-8 minutes before both birds took flight 
and departed our viewing area.

Discussion

Many authors (Bent and Collaborators 1968, Baicich and Harrison 1997, McGraw and 
Middleton 2009) have cited goldfinch use of spider and caterpillar web threads for binding 
lichens, bark, grasses and other nest materials together, thus this behavior is not unusual. 
However, the date of nest material gathering is unusual since it comes nearly 60 days earlier 
than documented historical goldfinch nest building on the Mid-Atlantic Coastal Plain and 19 
days before single May occurrences in New York City (Künstler 1994) and Maryland (Ellison 

2010). Non-native, ear-
lier-blooming thistle, 
warming climate, and 
nyjer seed available at 
backyard feeders (Elli-
son 2010) may be factors 
contributing to unusually 
early goldfinch nesting 
activity. 

The most frequently 
occurring species of com-
mon and star thistles in the 
region of our observation 
are Canada, bull, and field 
thistle (Cirsium arvense, 
C. vulgare, C. discolor), 
and garden cornflower Figure 1. Female American Goldfinch (Spinus tristis) collecting 

webbing from an Eastern Tent Caterpillar Moth (Malacosoma 
americanum) tent. Adkins Arboretum, near Ridgely, Caroline 
County, Maryland, 21 April 2012. Photographed by Daniel E. Poet.
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and spotted knapweed (Centaurea cyanus, C. stoebe) (Phillips 1978, Brown and Brown 1984, 
Kaufman and Kaufman 2007, pers. observations). These sources indicate initial flowering 
in July or August for native field thistle, June or August for naturalized bull thistle, June for 
introduced Canada thistle and spotted knapweed, and May for introduced garden cornflower. 
This suggests that over the past several decades, as the earlier blooming naturalized and intro-
duced thistles have increased their numbers and range, the availability of pappus and thistle 
seeds may have also enabled earlier initiation of goldfinch nesting activities than during 
historical periods. Earlier blooming may be further enhanced by annually warming climate 
(Wolkovich et al. 2012) such as experienced in 2012. During the 81 days prior (1 February) 
to our observation the ambient temperatures ranged above the USDA-NRCS (2002) histori-
cal monthly highs on 53% of the days; there was 11.9 cm of precipitation compared with the 
22.6 cm average in 1961–1985; there was no measurable precipitation 36 days prior to the 
event; and numerous species of local plants appeared to bloom weeks earlier than usual. The 
tiny, linear shape of nyjer has the appearance of thistle seed while being of greater nutritional 
content, thus is a strong attractant for goldfinches. Advent and marketing of the vertical, clear 
plastic, tube-feeder designed specifically to attract goldfinches to its nyjer content has made 
the seed a multi-million dollar commodity in recent years (Wild Bird Feeding Industry 2012) 
while tube-feeder marketing has targeted the summer-season when the finches have a bright 
yellow plumage. Abundant availability of nyjer all months of the year, particularly during the 
warm months, may also contribute to earlier goldfinch nesting activity. 

 
Unusually early nesting activity by the American Goldfinch warrants future attention to 

timing of nest material gathering, nest building, egg-laying, and reproductive success in view 
of abundant introduced thistles, warming climate, and availability of nyjer seed. 
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