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Notes

American Robin Nest Supported by Cattails

Doug Tozer

On 21 May 2001, while wading
through a large cattail (Typha sp.)
marsh (about 600 ha in area) along
the Beaver River northeast of
Uxbridge, Durham (440 01' N,79°
03' W), I happened upon an agitat
ed male American Robin (Turdus
migratorius). I immediately sus-

Figure 1: American Robin nest in cat
tails, with vegetation moved
for viewing, 28 May 2001.
Photo by Doug Tozer.

pected that a nest might be nearby
and searched likely sites, which con
sisted of stumps and other dead
snags that would provide sturdy
support for the nest structure. My
search failed to reveal a nest, yet
the robin continued giving agitated
alarm calls. Soon after I considered
abandoning my search, I observed a
female robin fly from a dense
clump of cattails not far from the
agitated male. Examination of that
clump uncovered an American
Robin nest containing 3 eggs. The
same nest was examined once more
on 28 May 2001, when it was found
to have been depredated, as indi
cated by egg shells and damage to
the nest structure and lining (Figure
1). The identity of the nest predator
was unclear.

The nest was well-concealed, 1
m above the water surface within a
dense clump of cattail, 150 m from
the nearest shoreline. Only seven
dead snags were visible above the
vegetation within a 100 m radius of
the nest site. All of the snags were
greater than 4 m tall and were used
by the male robin as perching sites.
The water depth directly below the
nest was 35 cm, and four measure
ments taken 5 m from the nest in
each of the cardinal directions
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yielded a mean of 76.8 em. The nest
was of typical construction for this
species, having an outer wall of
dead cattail and dead grass with a
bowl of mud towards the interior.
The lining was made of dead grass
and the base of the nest contained
moss. The nest was supported
entirely by surrounding cattail
stalks, in a manner similar to nests
of the Red-winged Blackbird
(Agelaius phoeniceus) in wetlands
(Beletsky 1996). The nest dimen
sions were: inner diameter, 10.2 em;
outer diameter, 15.1 em; inner
height, 6.9 em; and outer height,
14.3 em.

Discussion
The American Robin builds its nest
in a wide variety of habitats and
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locations (Tyler 1949; Harrison
1975, 1979; Sallabanks and James
1999), but typically avoids dense
woodlands, favouring open areas
such as fields and clearings around
buildings (Peck and James 1987,
Baicich and Harrison 1997). Nests
are most often placed in trees or
shrubs and on man-made structures
such as under the eaves of buildings
and on horizontal beams under
bridges (Peck and James 1987)
where there is firm support for the
nest (Sallabanks and James 1999).
Robins also nest in wetlands, espe
cially ones that contain dead tree
snags or stumps which offer nest
support (Peck and James 1987).
Therefore, what makes the nest
described in this note unusual is not
that the nest was located in a large,
open wetland, but that the nest was
placed within and was supported
entirely by cattails, with no sturdy
support below such as a stump or
fallen log. A search of the literature
and of nest finding guides failed to
show any previous records of this
species where the nest was support
ed entirely by cattail. All previously
reported wetland nests appear to
have been placed on stumps, fallen
logs or within cavities of dead snags
or similar situations.

Given that the American
Robin is a habitat generalist, feed
ing and nesting in a wide variety of
habitats (Ehrlich et al. 1988), it is
perhaps not surprising that the pair
attempted to nest at the location
described in this note. The water
level within Reach Marsh where



97

Major Credit Caris accepted
2.S% discount for cash or cheque

Order conveniently by phone, or
visit our showroom in the plaza

west side of Hwy n, 1/2 mile south of Hwy 9.
2nd Door (via blue door off courtyard)

Phone: 905-939-2313
If the above number is "long distance"
from your area, then call ...
toll free: 1-877-452-1610
Fax: (90S) 939-8274

Literature Cited
Baicich, P.J. and C.J.O. Harrison. 1997. A

Guide to the Nests, Eggs, and Nestlings of
North American Birds. Second Edition.
Academic Press, San Diego, California.

Beletsky, L.D. 1996. The Red-winged
Blackbird: the biology of a strongly polyg
ynous songbird. Academic Press, San
Diego, California.

Ehrlich, P.R., D.S. Dobkin, and D. Wheye.
1988. The Birder's Handbook. Simon &
Schuster Inc., New York.

Harrison, H.H. 1975. A Field Guide to the
Birds' Nests: United States east of the
Mississippi River. Houghton Mifflin
Company, New York.

Harrison, H.H. 1979. A Field Guide to
Western Birds' Nests. Houghton Mifflin
Company, New York.

Peck, G.K. and R.D. James. 1987. Breeding
Birds of Ontario: Nidiology and Distri
bution. Volume 2: Passerines. Life Sciences
Miscellaneous Publications, Royal Ontario
Museum, Toronto.

Sallabanks, R. and F.C. James. 1999.
American Robin (Turdus migratorius). In
The Birds of North America, No. 462 (A.
Poole and F. Gill, editors). The Birds of
North America, Inc., Philadelphia.

Tyler, W.M. 1949. Eastern Robin (Turdus
migratorius migratorius). Pp. 14-45 in Life
Histories of North American Thrushes,
Kinglets, and Their Allies (A.C. Bent, edi
tor). United States National Museum
Bulletin 196, Washington, D.C.

nest within wetlands, it characteristi
cally chooses nest sites that provide
firm support from below. The nest
site described here is unusual
because the nest was supported
entirely by cattails and no firm sup
port was present below the nest. This
note illustrates yet another example
of the flexible nesting and habitat
requirements of this species.
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the nest was located was lower in
2001 than in most previous years
(pers. obs.), which likely exposed
more mud in the vicinity of the nest
site than is typical. Exposed mud
might have made the nesting loca
tion more attractive for robins in
2001 than in more typical years
when water levels are higher (Ron
Tozer, pers. comm.). Indeed, during
the 2001 breeding season, I noted
several open patches of mud within
the marsh which might have provid
ed suitable feeding areas, initially
attracting the robins to the marsh.

This note describes an atypical
nesting of the American Robin.
Although this species is known to
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