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Introduction 

Three of the five species of parasitic 

cowbirds are known to lay their eggs around 

sunrise.10'1217 One of these is the Brown¬ 

headed Cowbird, which generally lays 

earlier than its hosts.9,12 This act of 

parasitism by Brown-headed Cowbirds has 

been witnessed or video-taped, and described 

Female Brown-headed Cowbird 

approaching the nest of a Blue-gray 

Gnatcatcher (with the gnatcatcher 

attacking the cowbirdfrom above), 25 June 

2002, Kinney Co., Texas. The cowbird and 

at least one gnatcatcher arrived in the 

vicinity of the nest at 05:30 CST, by 5:32:31 

the cowbird was approaching the nest, and 

laid her egg precisely at 05:33:31, 11 

minutes prior to sunrise. 
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in the literature about 50 times, from 

widespread localities within the species’ 

range: Manitoba, Missouri, Montana, 

North Dakota, and the Great Lakes 

region.1’4,10’12,15’16 Eleven of these 

observations were at Delta Marsh, 

Manitoba, at four nests of the Yellow 

Warbler, four of the Red-winged Blackbird, 

two of the Baltimore Oriole, and at one nest 

of the Clay-colored Sparrow.10,12 Here we 

present details of two additional acts of 

parasitism by Brown-headed Cowbirds at 

Delta Marsh: an additional record for a 

Yellow Warbler nest and the first 

description of the timing of parasitism on a 

Brewer’s Blackbird nest. 

Observations 

The parasitism events described here 

were observed during watches of potential 

host nests in 1993 and 1994, the last two 

years of watches that began in 1989. The 

Brewer’s Blackbird nest was at the edge of 

a pasture along the southern edge of Delta 

Marsh near an oak woodlot; SGS witnessed 

the parasitism on this nest in 1993. In 1994, 

DGM observed the parasitism on the 

Yellow Warbler nest located in riparian 

habitat of the forested dune ridge that 

separates Delta Marsh and Lake Manitoba. 

Following protocols described in detail 

elsewhere,8'10,15 we watched nests to 

determine the time of day of laying by 

Brown-headed Cowbirds and their potential 

hosts, as well as host behaviour at their 

24 Blue Jay 



nests. Briefly, nests were watched from 

blinds set up the evening before the watch 

was to take place, or from other concealed 

vantage points, from 03:30 hr (all times 

Central Standard Time) through at least 

04:30 hr to cover the period around sunrise 

and the time in which parasitism by Brown¬ 

headed Cowbirds was known to occur.12 

The contents of each nest was recorded the 

evening before the watch and again before 

we entered the blinds in the morning, unless 

the female was still on the nest after roosting 

there overnight, in which case the nest was 

inspected the first time the female left in 

the morning. Watches extended beyond 

04:30 hr, in some cases through the early 

afternoon, to obtain laying times for some 

host species.9 The Brewer’s Blackbird nest 

was watched until the female blackbird laid 

her own egg, after the cowbird laid its egg, 

whereas the Yellow Warbler nest was 

watched for about one hour after the 

cowbird’s egg had been laid, but the female 

warbler did not lay that morning. 

Yellow Warbler 

Upon arrival at the blind at 03:30 hr on 

6 June 1994, DGM noted that the female 

warbler was not on the empty nest, although 

a male was singing nearby. None was seen 

near the nest over the next 30 minutes, 

including at 04:00 hr when a female cowbird 

flew to the nest, stepped onto the rim and 

placed her bill into the nest. She quickly 

settled into the nest and began a series of 

rhythmic, full-body contractions as the egg 

was laid. During each of the 4-5 

contractions, the female stretched farther 

forward, until with the last contraction, she 

pushed so far that her head was below the 

nest rim and essentially only her cloaca and 

tail were within the nest cup. This posture 

gave the bird the appearance of toppling 

forward off the nest. At this moment, the 

cowbird apparently laid the egg, righted her 

body in the nest and then flew off, all the 

while silent. The cowbird was on the nest 

for 21 seconds, arriving at 04:00:20 and 

leaving at 04:00:41; the egg was laid 25 

minutes before official sunrise, calculated 

following Scott’s procedure.12 Neither adult 

warbler was seen until 04:22 hr when the 

female visited the nest, peered into it for 5 

seconds, and then left. Observations ceased 

at 05:00 hr without the warbler laying its 

first egg that day. The cowbird egg was 

removed and replaced with a model egg, but 

the next day the nest had been depredated. 

Brewer’s Blackbird 

The female blackbird was not on the nest 

at 03:25 hr on 21 May 1993 when the watch 

began. The nest, on the ground, contained 

the same blackbird egg and cowbird egg 

recorded the previous evening. No 

blackbirds were heard or seen until 03:51 

hr, when one called about 5 m from the 

nest. Over the next 4 minutes, two called 

from at least 10 m from the nest and out of 

sight, before they left the area. At 04:09 hr 

a female cowbird flew to within 6 m of the 

nest and landed on the ground, where it 

remained motionless and out of sight for 

more than one minute. Still out of sight, the 

cowbird walked toward the nest (the 

movement of blades of grass revealed its 

progress) when suddenly, it stood erect, its 

head visible above the grass as it looked 

around for several seconds. Dropping out 

of sight again, the female continued toward 

the nest for a few more seconds, but after 

standing erect twice more, it entered the 

nest at 04:12 hr and remained in the nest for 

37 seconds, during which time it laid its egg 

(the laying bout). After laying, the cowbird 

walked about 10 cm from the nest and flew 

away, without ever vocalizing. The egg was 

laid 27 minutes before official sunrise. 

At 04:11 hr while the cowbird moved 

toward the nest, five Brewer’s Blackbirds 

landed about 5 m from the nest and at least 

one blackbird uttered an alarm call, the Chaw 

call.7 At 04:31 hr a female blackbird 

approached the nest for a few seconds and, 

from then until 04:42 hr, visited the nest 

twice more before settling on it at 04:46 hr 

to begin the laying process. At 05:11 hr, 

the female left the nest and was immediately 

joined by a male and they flew off together. 
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On the nest for 25 minutes, the female laid 

about 20 minutes after sunrise. SGS 

returned to the nest at 03:25 hr the 

following morning, but the female flushed 

from it and the watch was aborted. The 

nest contained two cowbird eggs and one 

blackbird egg, one less of the latter than on 

the previous morning. The missing host egg, 

undamaged when inspected the previous 

morning and, hence, not likely removed by 

the blackbird,5 may have been removed by 

the female cowbird on a return visit to the 

nest.13 On 23 May, the nest contained three 

blackbird and three cowbird eggs, but by 25 

May the contents of the nest had been 

depredated. 

Discussion 

Brown-headed Cowbirds lay their eggs 

earlier and more quickly than other species 

of blackbirds and most other songbirds 

whose laying times and laying bouts have 

been recorded.91214 Of the 50 or so 

observations of acts of parasitism by this 

species of cowbird, all but two were 

recorded before or around sunrise.1’410’12,1516 

The latest laying time noted by Scott in a 

review of laying times of Brown-headed 

Cowbirds was at least three hours after 

sunrise, at a Northern Cardinal nest in 

Indiana.6,12 All 11 acts of parasitism 

published previously for Delta Marsh 

occurred between 19 and 44 minutes before 

sunrise10,15 and the two observed acts of 

parasitism reported here, 25 and 27 minutes 

before sunrise, were within this range. Such 

consistency of laying time, in the minutes 

before sunrise before hosts lay, begs the 

question of whether this behaviour confers 

an advantage on Brown-headed Cowbirds 

as brood parasites. 

Some authors have argued that by laying 

around sunrise, Brown-headed Cowbirds are 

less likely to disturb potential hosts who 

would be foraging before laying their own 

eggs and, hence, less attentive at their 

nests.2,12 Our observations, and those of 

others made in the last 10 years, have 

confirmed for the Brown-headed Cowbird 

the narrow window of laying just prior to 

sunrise. But observations also have shown 

that females of some potential host species 

were near their nests around sunrise, or 

having roosted in their nests, were in them 

when cowbirds arrived to lay. Tussles at 

some nests have ensued between the cowbird 

and the hosts, but parasitism generally 

occurred despite the hosts’ aggressive 

behaviour.1,10,15 In one study, recognition 

of the cowbird during laying elicited 

desertion of parasitized nests by Field 

Sparrows.1 Bronzed Cowbirds and Shiny 

Cowbirds also lay around sunrise,11,12 and 

laying has been surmised to occur in the 

parasitic Giant and Screaming cowbirds 

from sunrise through mid-morning,12 

although direct observations of acts of 

parasitism are needed to confirm this range 

of laying times. If these species lay around 

sunrise, too, this would be strong support 

for early laying being an adaptation for 

brood parasitism among the parasitic 

cowbirds. A consideration of the laying 

times of parasitic birds elsewhere in the 

world reveals a wide range of times over the 

day.3,9 This suggests that the time of day of 

laying depends on the behaviour of 

particular hosts on and near their nests in 

relation to constraints on the parasites, such 

as distance from their roost sites to host 

nests, foraging and interactions with other 

individuals. 

Rapid laying also was characteristic of 

parasitism at Delta Marsh, as each cowbird 

spent between 14 and 119 seconds on nests 

while laying,10,15 with a mean of 45 seconds. 

The two cowbirds observed here spent 21 

and 37 seconds on the nest laying, which 

were within the range of laying bouts 

recorded at Delta Marsh. In general, parasitic 

birds lay rapidly, reducing the chances the 

parasites will encounter aggressive hosts 

during laying.14 Additional observations and 

video-tapes of acts of parasitism on many 

more host species at different latitudes may 

reveal subtle differences in laying times and 

also whether some or all hosts occasionally 

thwart parasitism attempts. 
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“Over the snowy drifts of the saskatoon flew mountain bluebirds, with backs and wings 

of glittering sapphire and breasts a softer blue." 

- Florence Page Jaques, Canadian Spring, p.65 
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