
SHORT COMMUNICATIONS 485 

PIRACY OF NESTING MATERIALS 

FROM AND BY THE BROAD-TAILED 

HUMMINGBIRD 

WILLIAM A. CALDER 

Rocky Mountain Biological Laboratory and 
Department of Biological Sciences 
University of Arizona 
Tucson, Arizona 85721 

In the course of nesting microclimatic studies of the 
Broad-tailed Hummingbird (Selusphorus platycercus), 
I observed three cases of intra- or interspecific piracy 
of nesting materials. These observations were made 
in the vicinity of the Rocky Mountain Biological Lab- 
oratory, Gothic, Gunnison County, Colorado, at an 
elevation of 2920 m, where this is apparently the only 
breeding trochilid. 

On 17 and 18 June 1971, Broad-tailed females 
were observed building nests # 1 and 3 approximately 
10 m above the ground in quaking aspen trees (Pop- 
ulus trevmloides) approximately 40 m apart on a 
hillside. A storm with rain, hail, and gusty winds 
occurred the night of 18 June. The following day, 
nest 1 was apparently abandoned, while a female was 
removing nest material from nest 1 to nest 3. 

On 26 June, a Warbling Vireo (Vireo &us) was 
removing large beakfuls of material from the walls of 
this same hummingbird nest 3. The damage was re- 
paired on 21 June. On 18 July, after at least 6 days 
during which the female was observed feeding young, 
the nest walls were again suddenly diminished in 
height, far more extensively than occurs from normal 
spreading of the nest cavity as the young grow to 
fledging size. From 18 July until fledging, 31 July, 
there was no evidence of major addition to the nest 
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In the Panamint Mountains of Death Valley National 
Monument, California, on 25 March 1970, I saw Red 
Crossbills (Loxia curuirotiru) nesting in association 
with a flush of nuts of pinon pine (Pinus edulis). At 
Mahogany Flats (elevation about 2600 m), the win- 
ter snow was melting from the slopes facing south, 
although banks of snow covered the north-facing 
slopes. On the exposed soil were thousands of pinon 
nuts, under each of scores of pine trees. Most of the 
nuts had fallen free of their cones. It seemed the nuts 
had scarcely been harvested before snow had covered 
them earlier in winter, as nearly all of them were in- 
tact, although with the water and warm sunlight of 
spring thaw many nuts were germinating. Feeding on 
the fallen nuts as well as on nuts still in the cones 
high in the trees were several Red Crossbills. 

In the center of the abundant pine nuts, a male 
Red Crossbill was singing a trilled song-a soft, de- 
scending series of whistled notes. I approached to 

walls, although the female did attempt some repair 
or adjustment of what remained. The young birds 
completed their development in a noticeably shal- 
lower nest than others under observation, but were on 
schedule with other Broad-tailed Hummingbirds that 
came from nests begun at the same time. 

On 20 July, a female hummingbmird was removing 
fine material fro’m the nest of the Western Wood 
Pewee (Contopus sordid&s). The adult pewees 
made passes on the hummingbird, periodically driving 
her from their nest. Her approaches to the nest were 
halting and cautious, apparently because of the large 
pewee nestlings in the nest. The hummingbird nest, 
to which the material was presumably taken, could 
not be located. 

Female hummingbirds spend a considerable amount 
of time hovering under the eaves of buildings and up 
and down tree trunks to acquire the fine spiderwebs 
used in the nest lining and walls. The energy saving 
when nesting material is taken from concentrations 
in other nests is qualitatively obvious, as is the cost 
to the loser. If such piracy is widespread, protection 
not only of eggs and young from predators but of 
nest material from pilferage should exert a significant 
effect in natural selection as related to nesting be- 
havior. Legg and Pitelka (Condor 58:393, 1956) ob- 
served a female Anna’s Hummingbird (Calypte anna) 
who moved nesting material from one of her nests to 
a second and later to a third. They also observed 
one clear case of nesting thievery in this species. 
Nests were not reused or rebuilt at the same site, but 
material from old nests was transported elsewhere 
for “recycling.” 

These observations were supported by NSF grant 
GB-13249. 
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within 10 m of the singing male. A female crossbill 
flew into the next pine with a pine twig and then 
disappeared into a dense cluster of pine needles in 
the terminal branches where she added the stick to a 
nest. The nest tree was about 3 m from the male’s 
song tree, and the nest was 5 m above the ground, 
which here was covered by a deep snowbank. The 
nest was a shallow cup, built of pine twigs, not yet 
lined, and contained no eggs. 

Other Red Crossbills sang in trees about 20 m from 
the nest, but I found no more nests in the area, al- 
though some may have been nearby. 

Earlier reports of crossbill nesting in Califor- 
nia have been in summer, perhaps because of the 
seasonal activity of local ornithologists. At least two 
of these three summer records indicate nesting in as- 
sociation with a local abundance of nuts of lodge- 
pole pine (Pinus conto&z) (Butts 1940; Smith 
1940; McMillan 1948). Elsewhere in western North 
America, the Red Crossbills may nest almost any time 
of year, as in Colorado they have been seen nesting 
in winter through spring and early summer (Bailey 
et al. 1953) and also in late summer (Snyder and 
Cassel 1951). In eastern North America, 14 of the 
15 egg dates recorded by Austin (in Bent 1968) fell 
between February and May. In Europe, the breed- 
ing season appears to be better known than it is in 
North America. Newton ( 1970, and pers. comm. ) 
found the nesting pattern to be seasonal, with nest- 
ing beginning sometimes in late autumn, after com- 
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pletion of the molt, and sometimes in winter or 
spring. Molt occurs in summer and breeding does 
not; in summer the birds often disperse from their 
breeding grounds, apparently in response to the in- 
creased numbers of young following a successful 
breeding and to the local depletion of conifer seed. 
Crossbills nest locally in forests with abundant crops 
of cones ( Newton 1970). 

Crossbills at Mahogany Flats in the Panamints may 
have been nesting in response to the flush of food 
provided by the uncovering of the pine nuts when 
the spring thaw had melted the snow. At least 20,000 
m2 of ground there were exposed by the thaw, and 
most of this area was littered with pinon nuts. Tordoff 
and Dawson (1965:419420) have suggested that 
crossbills may breed in response to an abundance of 
food, such as a plentiful local cone crop in a year 
when the pines produce cones, and the appearance 
of the pinon nuts after spring thaw provides a similar 
local abundance of crossbill food. Red Crossbills are 
known to undergo gonadal development in response 
to spring daylengths when they are tested experi- 
mentally in winter (Tordoff and Dawson 1965). It 
would be of interest to test also the direct effect of 
pine seeds on their nesting. 

An instance of bone-eating at Mahogany Flats may 
also have been related to the nesting observed there. 
The melting of snow had uncovered several old feces 
of a carnivore (perhaps of a coyote, Cunis Zatrans), 
and I saw a female crossbill picking at one. She ex- 
tracted several bone fragments from it. Examination 
of the old dropping showed it full of hair and bones 
of small rodents; the bones were weathered, soft, and 
crumbling. Crossbills are known to feed on charcoal, 
salt licks, salt on roads, and urine-stained snow (Mc- 
Millan 1948; Dawson et al. 1965; Bent 1968), and 
bones may provide other minerals to the crossbills, 
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Since the publication of Russell’s (1964) distribu- 
tional account of the birds of that country and of two 
supplemental papers (Barlow et al. 1969, 1970), im- 
portant records of birds in British Honduras have 
continued to accumulate. Two of us (Weyer and 
Young, as permanent residents of the country, with 
the aid of several collaborators) have been able to 
secure most of the specimens mentioned beyond. 
Likewise, the Royal Ontario Museum ( ROM ) has 
maintained a continuing interest in the avifauna of 
the area. J. A. Dick and Peter L. McLaren, in the 
course of studying vireos there for that institution be- 
ween 10 and 31 March 1971, also obtained several 

whose seed diet may be low in certain elements. Be- 
cause the bird eating the bones appeared to be the 
same female that was building the nest, it seems 
possible that the extra calcium from the rodent bones 
might be important in supplying this mineral for 
formation of egg shells. 

LITERATURE CITED 

BAILEY, A. M., R. J. NIEDRACH, AND A. L. BAILY. 
1953. The Red Crossbills of Colorado. Denver 
Mus. Natur. Hist., Mus. Pictorial 9. 

BEXT, A. C. 1968. Life histories of North American 
cardinals, grosbeaks, buntings, towhees, finches, 
sparrows, and allies. U.S. Nat. Mus. Bull. 237, 
Pt. 1. 

BUTTS, E. 1940. A sierra crossbill family. Yosem- 
ite Nature Notes 19:23-24. 

DAWSON, W. R., V. H. SHOEMAKER, H. B. TORDOFF, 
ANU A. BORUT. 1965. Observations on the me- 
tabolism of sodium chloride in the Red Crossbill. 
Auk 82: 606-623. 

MCMILLAX, E. 1948. A nesting record for the Red 
Crossbill in California. Condor 50:44. 

NEWTON, I. 1970. Irruptions of crossbills in Europe, 
p. 337357. In, A. Watson led.1 Animal popula- 
tions in relation to their food resources. Blackwell 
Sci. Publ., Oxford. 

SMITH, L. M. 1940. The crossbill in Tuolomne 
Meadows. Yosemite Nature Notes 19:24. 

SNYDER, D. P., AND J. F. CASSEL. 1951. A late sum- 
mer nest of the Red Crossbill in Colorado. Wil- 
son Bull. 63:177-180. 

TORDOFF, H. B., AND W. R. DAWSOX. 1965. The 
influence of daylength on reproductive timing 
in the Red Crossbill. Condor 67:416422. 

Accepted for publication 8 October 1971. 

specimens of note. Dick and McLaren worked pri- 
marily near the city of Belize and on Ambergris Cay, 
whereas Weyer and Young have ranged over most 
of the country. Unfortunately, data for many of the 
specimens are minimal. 

Agami agumi. Agami Heron. Dora Weyer secured 
an adult individual (ROM 109141) of unknown sex 
at Spanish Creek Lagoon (Western Lagoon on cur- 
rent maps) on 15 April 1969. Russell (op. cit.) re- 
gards this species as a local or rare resident and men- 
tions five specimens and several sight records. 

Botuurus pinnatus. Pinnated Bittern. An adult of 
unknown sex (ROM 109140) was found dead by 
Mrs. Weyer, impaled on a barb-wire fence on 29 
March 1970, 1 mile N Hattieville, Belize District. 
She saw another individual nearby. There is no pre- 
vious record for the country, but Russell (op. cit.) 
notes that it has been recorded by Paynter (1955) in 
nearby Quintana Roo. 

Dendrocyrlgu autumn&s fulgens. Black-bellied Tree 
Duck. Weyer obtained an adult (ROM 109143), 
apparently a female by measurements and plumage, 
at the Mussel Creek Rice Station, 4 miles W of Bur- 
rell Boom, Belize District. Russell (op. cit.) men- 
tioned three unsexed specimens and two sight records. 
Barlow et al. (1969) reported two females taken from a 
flock of 30 in 1967. Continued presence of this spe- 
cies in the country adds support to Russell’s sugges- 
tion that it may be increasing in numbers there. 

Anus caro&~&s. Green-winged Teal. Weyer ob- 
tained a female (ROM 109142) from a small flock 


