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The arrival in mid-May of the male Nor¬ 

thern (Baltimore) Oriole at Whytewold (on 

the southwest corner of Lake Winnipeg) is 

made known by its loud and clear liquid 

call of peter-peter-peter and its flaming 

orange and black plumage. 

A few days later the female, in more sub¬ 

dued tones arrives and courtship begins. As 

soon as I am aware of their joyful presence 

I hang two orange halves in basket-like 

fashion from the lower branch of a tree in 

order to attract them to our property. In an¬ 

ticipation of nest building I scatter about the 

yard 15-cm lengths of white string, 

separated twine, bits of colored yarn and 

clumps of fluffy cotton from the clothes 

dryer. 

It is generally the first week in June when 

construction of the nest begins. Then comes 

the exciting time — watching to see which 

female picks up what and where she will 

fly. I have never at any time seen the male 

pick up any material, nor help construct the 

nest. In fact, the female does not permit him 

to do so; she is very aggressive and is deter¬ 

mined to build the nest entirely by herself.2 

However Liz Roley reported that a male 

Baltimore picked up materials and 

"delivered them to the weaver" at the 

nesting site.7 Various observers note that the 

female does all the building, while the male 

keeps her close company and gives his 

chatter-call from a branch close by.6 8 

In 1977 when I first scattered materials for 

nest building one female picked up only bits 

of cotton fluff.1 On one occasion a female 

pulled out one long human hair from a 

small clump of fluff on the lawn and flew 

off with it to weave it into the nest. By 1981 

there was a noticeable increase in the use 

of white string and some colored yarn, ex¬ 

cept for red.3 

A few years ago an unusual cup-like nest 

was built in an oak tree, woven mainly of 

very narrow plastic strips and lined with 

fibrous material.1 In 1984 another variation 

was observed in nest construction. One 

female picked up various colors, including 

red, and flew to the top of one of our old 

oak trees where she constructed a "patch- 

work" nest. This particular female had 

plumage coloration similar to a Bullock's 

Oriole (since Bullock's and Baltimore 

orioles hybridize freely they are now class¬ 

ed as one species, the Northern Oriole). 

In our area the Northern Oriole is at¬ 

tracted mainly to tall aspens which are just 

commencing to burst forth in fresh green 

but, among the many nests I have observ¬ 

ed, a few have been built in Oak or 

Manitoba Maple trees. The nest is usually 

an intricately woven hanging pouch about 

9 to 20 cm deep and anywhere from 2 to 

18 m above the ground.5 It is fascinating to 

watch the female use her bill like a darn¬ 

ing needle. First she weaves a single fibre 

in and out and fastens it securely to her 

chosen twig(s). The nest stands out as a 

work of architectural art in the bird world. 

It may take from 4.5 to 8 days to complete 

the nest. It is entered from the top.5 The up¬ 

per part is somewhat transparent; the bot¬ 

tom is a thick mass and is lined with fine 

grasses and cotton fluff. The nest is made 

to withstand the assaults of fierce wind and 

rain. In many instances old nests remain on 

a tree for several years. 

This year the nest most closely observed 

was in a Manitoba Maple in a small clump 

of mixed woods between a road and a cot¬ 

tage. On 4 June 1984 the female oriole was 

seen weaving a nest in an overhanging 

bough 3 m from the ground. On 9 June the 

nest appeared to be completed. It was con¬ 

structed mainly of plant fibres and a few 
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pieces of white string, was pensile, and at 

least 12.5 cm deep. Two days later the 

female commenced to sit; the male was 

singing close by. On 15 June when I ven¬ 

tured close to the nest site the male gave 

his warning call. On 23 June I observed the 

female fly off the nest; the male flew close 

to it to keep watch, but did not enter it. The 

female then returned. Only the female in¬ 

cubated. I was not able to count the eggs 

but literature reports indicate clutch size is 

4-6 and that the incubation period is 12-14 

days.5 

On 24 June the male flew to the nest with 

a spider in his beak and fed the nestlings. 

A few minutes later the female took a turn, 

and then brooded. Neither bird ever flew 

directly to the nest; they were very cautious 

and if the call of another species was heard 

close by either male or female would perch 

for several minutes a few feet from the nest 

and when danger was past, would work 

their way among the leaves to the nest to 

feed the nestlings. 

I continued visiting the nest site frequently 

but it was not until 30 June when both male 

and female were making trips with insects 

to the nest, that I was able to see one tiny 

beak through the thin upper part of the nest. 

On 2 July two tiny necks stretched up. Two 

days later there was much movement in the 

nest and I saw three nestlings. Early the next 

day the female sang before she went to the 

nest with a cankerworm.8 

Fishflies (mayflies) were now in abun¬ 

dance, so that food was plentiful. On 5 Ju¬ 

ly two young flapped their wings and then 

moved out of the nest. At that time three 

young necks stretched up for food. It was 

now apparent that there were five young. 

There was continuous activity at the nest 

site; numerous calls came from young and 

adults on 6 July. In fact, during my three 

visits that day, the young orioles never stop¬ 

ped calling, unless warned by the adults 

that danger was near. Early the next day all 

was quiet — the nest was empty! 

During the first 2 weeks in July, 

throughout the neighborhood the air 

becomes alive with the repetitive calls of 

young orioles — tee-dee-dee-tee-dee-dee. 

They seek refuge in bushes and treed areas, 

where they are fed by the parents until they 

can fend for themselves. 

The Northern Oriole is one of our most 

colorful and valuable birds, due to its huge 

consumption of all kinds of insects. In this 

area it also eats Saskatoon berries and has 

been seen taking nectar at hummingbird 

feeders. 

The Whytewold region on Lake Win¬ 

nipeg appears to be a favorite breeding 

ground for the Northern Oriole. We feel 

very fortunate to have such large numbers 

of this very attractive species return every 

summer! 
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