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PHOEBE BANDING IN PENNSYLVANIA 
By Dorothy Bordner 
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On June 22, 1958, we banded five nes tlin g East ern Phoebes (~11n
4

_ 

phoebe) in a nest under a bridge about .five miles from State Coll~ 
In late May, 1959, the nest was again in use. This article might ~.• Pi. 
a progress report on the project which gre w as one bri dge l ed to anot:llec1. 
The placing of the Phoebe on the disaster 11st fu rt her spurre d our CUl1, i-. 
osity. In 196o, Mr. Bigger began an in dependent banding st udy of Phoe~ 
under bridges in his own area around Trout Run, Pennsy lv ania . a 

The equipment and techniques used have been esse nt ially the same 
both areas. The equipment needed is very simpl e. Firs~, a ste pl adderin 
a four foot one will reach most nets. Second , a snoopst ic k - an effecti 
one can be made with either an automobile mir ror with double-knee-a ction'V9 
or a bicycle mirror with a ball and socket jo int . The mirror mu st be ad 
justable to any angle. The mirror is f aste ned to th e end of a st i ck that 
is slightly longer than the ladder. In thi s way if t he nest can't be ob. 
served with the mirror it couldn't be rea ched wit h t he ladder for banding 
(This saves the frustration of being able to see nice banding-size d nest.• 
lings without being able to get your hands on them.) Thi rd, hip boots 
or at least knee boots are very useful and pro vi de added pro t ecti on in 
snake country. However, if they are not availa ble and you don 't mind 
wading in cold water, a pair of old shoes relegated to the status of 
wading shoes and a pair of shorts will serve as well. A couple of neigh. 
bor children who like to wade can be a great help in this respect. It 
is fun for them and saves the bander some wet feet if there are just eggs 
or sma.11 fledglings. If you have no helper a small gathering cage can be 
fastened to your belt to hold the nestlings until they are all banded. 
In this way nestlings which are close to flying can be kept together and 
placed back in the nest together. 
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Young can be banded any time 
J'Olll ei ght days unt il fledging if 

f opditi ons are nonna.l. However , :! £1Y larvae or large numbers of 
-1,tes a re prese nt, develop ment 
,.111 be retar ded. It is import-
ant tha t th e legs are well devel
oped, far enough so the band does 
110t slip over the foot. With 
pboebes t here is never the prob
lelll of t he leg being too large 
for the band at any stage of its 
deV'elopment, as we have found with 
aarn Swallows. I like best to han
dle the nestlings when the tail 
feathers are a fourth to a half of 
an inch long. At this time the 
body is fairly well covered with 
feathers and the pot-bellied look 
1s almost gone. However, smaller 
birds have been successfully banded. 
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"Full House - Ready to Band" 

In 1960, I noticed that there was considerable variation in egg col
or and began to suspect that there was some change during incubation. 

' careful notes were made in 1961 and this observation was verified. Phoebe 
eggs have a pinkish tinge when newly laid. With incubation they become 
chalk white. This has proved to be a very useful characteristic. By not
ing the eg& color we could get a better idea how soon to l'tlvisit the nest. 
Unfortunately we have not had a nest located where we could observe it 
every day to detennine the progress of this change. 

\·Je have restricted our study to the "State College re gion" - the area 
A preliminary study of maps (e.g. Geological Survey maps) was help- within a radius of fifteen miles of State College coverin g portions of 

ful in finding areas with large numbers of bridges. Bridges which were Centre, Mifflin, and Huntingdon Counties. Special attention was given to 
located near houses where there might be children were passed by for the the Rothrock State Forest area, comprising Tussey Mountain and part of the 
protection of the birds that might be there. All other bridges were checked, seven Mountains, lying to the southeast of State College, and the Moshannon 
The type of bridge was more important than the size of the bridge or the state Forest area of the Alleghany plateau lying to the Northwest. In both 
stream. One bridge which hardly l ooked bi g enough to bother with produced 'of these areas numerous small mountain streams and sprin gs provide suitable 
both Phoebes and Barn Swallows (Hirundo rusti ca ) each year. A nest has nesting habitat with many bddges and cabins. Nests were also observed in 
even been found under a bridge that was so low it was necessary to crawl the farming areas of the Bald l.!:agle, Penn, and Stone Valleys. All active 
under it. (This turned out to be a rather unpleasant experience since nesting sites found in the region are sho,m on the map on the next page. 
even the ground under the nest was covered with mites.) 

After a nest was found, all observations were made with the snoop
stick or a hand mirror so that the only time the nest and its contents 
were touched was when the nestlings were banded. This was a precaution 
against predators being attracted to the nest rather than fear that the 
birds would desert. 

\·Je kept a record of the location of each nest and its contents at 
each visitation on a chart similar to Table 1. This was handy to carry 
and previous contents could be checked at a glance. 

Nests have been found in a great variety of locations but all have 
the common characteristic of a roof over the nest - on natural locations 
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on rock cliffs, an overhanging rock provides the shelter. The Phoebe ap
pears to choose only a solid foundation for her nest. None have been found 
on tumbledown cabins or rickety bridges. 

The favorite type of bridge is one with steel I - beams . In the case 
of large bridges with slanting cross beams the nest may be bull t on one 
of these rather than on the flat surface of the I-beam . Cement bridges 
are also used frequently when a rough place provides a ba se for the nest. 
In our area we have found only two nests on bridges with wooden beams . 

On buildings any projection in a sheltered place may be used. In 
addition to the common locations of door and window frames and porch sup
ports we have found nests on top of porch lights and one constructed on 
the fastener of a screen door. (Needless to say, it had not been success
ful.) 

One nest was found inside a springhouse. This nest site had probably 
been used all three years of the project since Phoebes were seen and heard 
in the vicinity each year. The first two years we searched the nearby 
cabin and even looked on the outside of the springhouse with no success. 
This year we again found a Phoebe and saw it perch on the roof of the 
springhouse. When a se arch of the outside produced nothing I finally 
looked inside in desperat i on and found the nest on a beam supporting the 
rafters. An opening about three inches wide between t.he side and the roof 

' was used as an entrance and exit. Three nestlings were observed on the 
beam beside the nest, when they looked as large as adults. 

Table 2, below, summarizes my totals for three years of the project. 

Table 2. 
Active 

Nest Active Banding Broods Nestlings 
Year Locations Nestin!l;S Locations Banded Banded 

1959 45 52 21 26 1 OJ 
1960 42 46 24 26 107 
1961 135 172 81 90 356 

The majority of the nests were second nestings for various reasons: 
in 1959 the project grew with the summer; in 1960 many of the first nest
ings left the nests before school was finished when I had no time; and in 
1961 many reached banding size during June while I was attending the Wil
son meetings. The increase in numbers does not necessarily reflect a cor
responding increase in Phoebes in the area. Each year we have become more 
adept at finding nests and have extended our coverage to more cabins. This 
can be noted in Table 3 which gives a breakdown into type of nesting loca
tion for each year. 
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Table 3. 

ill2 1960 ~ 

Bridge 39 29 59 
Cabin 3 10 57 
Cliff 3 2 8 
Others 1 10 

The average number of nestlings per brood (calculated for the broods 
banded) ranged from 4.08 (1961) to 4.41 (1959). This figure would be 
higher with more nestlings from first broods since the first broods aver. 
aged larger than the second for all years. Generally there was one less 
egg in the second clutch than in the first. Clutch size ranged from thl'ee 
to six usually five in the first clutch and four in the second. In one 
instan~e a bird laid eggs in two adjacent nests - two in one and three 1n 
the other_ and incubated the nest with two eggs. Unhatched eggs were en~ 
countered more frequently in second nesting a. Also, more variation in the 
size of the young was noted, with one or two nestlings smaller than others 
in the brood, particularly in 1961. The latter did not appear to be con. 
nected with the presence of nest parasites since it was found in some 
nests with no sign of fly larvae or mites. 

The 1961 seaso~ was abnonnal because of the cold weather late in the 
spring. Many nests were one or two weeks later than usual. These were 
scattered among locations which were on the nonnal schedule. This created 
a spotty situation where one nest might have banding sized young while 
another a few hundred yards away still had eggs. This meant more visits 
to each area. 

The only mass mortality we have had in the three years occurred in 
1961. Between July 6 and July 17, 41 nestlings from ten nests were lost 
in the Rothrock area, 35 from eight nests known to be dead. All of the 
nestlings were less than a week old. There were no signs of animal pre
dation and only moderate numbers of mites. From July 5 to July 11, night 
temperatures fell into the 40's. This unseasonable temperature may have 
directly or indirectly (through the insect supply) contributed to the 
deaths. 

In 1961 one banded Phoebe was observed by Mr. Wood on a nesting 
territory. Since its nest was located in an inaccessible position under. 
the eaves on the outside of a bam, no attempt was made to cap~ure it. 
No nestlings had been banded in the immediate vicinity in previous years. 

There has been very little parasitization of our Phoebe nests by th~
Brown-headed Cowbird (Molothrus ater). Two nests (J.8 percent) were P" r
sitized in 1959, two nests (4.4 percent) in 1960, and eight nests (4.7tCn 
cent) in 1961. · This low percentage of parasitized nests - much lower 
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some other published studies -
is not due to a laak of Cowbirds 
since many have been seen. l3e
oause of the protected nest lo
cations chosen by the Phoebe 
other host species are easier 
to find. Sixty percent of the 
nests in natural locations on 
rook aliffs were parasitized. 

Hal.f of the parasitized 
nests were located in the area 
of a small limestone cliiT at 
the Benner Spring Fish Hatchery. 
When found, one nest in this 
area contained four Cowbird eggs 
and three Phoebe eggs. The Cow
bird eggs were removed and one 
Phoebe egg later hatched. An
pther nest contained one Cow
bird egg and one Phoebe egg1 
after removal of the Cowbird egg 
two more Phoebe eggs were laid. 
This nest ~as later destroyed 
by a predator. 

Nests on one small bridge 
have had Cowbird eggs or young 
each of the three years. Could 
it be the same Cowbird return
ing each year? 
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Most of the Cowbird eggs and young have been removed when found so 
we have little infonnation on the host young. One nest was found with 
banding size Phoebes and an unhatched Co~bird egg. However, in only one 
instance where nests were found with large young Cowbirds has there been 
a live Phoebe nestling also (Bordner, 1961. Wilson Bull., 73:212). 

During incubation the reaction of the incubating adult to our approach 
was uniform although some b1rds allowed a closed approach than others be
fore flight. A few could almost be touched. When they left the nest all 
birds dropped almost vertically to approximately a foot from the ground 
and new some distance at that level before rising to a perch. One bird 
even used this same means of escape in a garage and became rather frantic 
trying to go through the back of it before she finally made her ·way up and 
out an opening under the :roof. 

During banding the behavior of the parents varies considerably_ from 
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complete silence and absence to loud chips and even bill snappings. Thi. 
reacti on appears to be entirely a behavio r characteristi c of the in di\rid:a 
adult and does not depend on the stage of development of the nestli ngs. t 
No Phoebes have deserted the nest be cause of our handling of the nestli n .. ·'t!>ll o 

Two of our observations illustrate the extreme reluctance of Phoebe 
to desert their nests. One cabin was f reshly spray-painted. Evidently s 
the nest was covered during the operati on because neither the inside of 
the nest nor the young which new at OUl' approach bad white paint on the 111 
but the outside of the nest was painted along with the beam it rested on.' 
At a bridge location in open fann country the bridge was completely renoored 
and the young later fledged. Both operations occurred shortly after the 
young hatched. 

It appears that in some areas of the state College region t he Phoebe 
has rea ched its maximum breeding population. All ensting nest locations 
(bridge , cab in, etc.) are occupied. Territory conflicts have al ready ,00 _ 
curred betwe en birds ne sting on cabins located within sight of each other. 

Although no adults have been banded we fe el th at many of our adult 
birds are returning to the same nest sites eac h year. In a fe~ locat\ons 
the same nests have been used all three yea rs. The behavio r pattems ot 
the adults in many locations have remained the same through all our band
ings. The clutch size is another reason for our feeling - several loca
tions have consistently had six eggs in the first clutch and five in the 
second. We hope that another year we will be able to capture and band 
some of the adults. By banding the adults on the left leg we will be abie 
to tell on sight the returning adults (all nestlings have been banded on 
the right leg). 

we look forward to continuing and expanding the project in the 
future. The Phoebes can be found if suitable nest sites are searched. 

TROUT RUN, PENNSYLVANIA 
By Walter K. Bigger 

This portion covers a small sec tion of cycoming, SUlliw.n and Col
umbia Counties. Principal mountain areas are Burnett's Ridge, Alleghar\Y 
Ridge and North Mounta in lyin g generally to the north and east of Will
iams port. The names of the st reams are descriptive: Big. ShOrt and tone 
Runs . several Dry Runs and a very Pleasant Stream. There are half a d 
dozen Mill Creeks, of course a Fishing Creek, and Elk Creek, Painte r an 
Wolf .fblns in honor of those departed species. In memory of the ear~, 
settlers there are Joe Gray, MJ.rray, King, Engle, Wallis, SlackS, fi 
Calebs, Greys and Bovier. Among many others there are Big and Lit 

8 
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}funcy Creek. Big and Little Bear, Sugar and Little Sugar, Potash and 
salt, Red Run and Green Creek. Finally, (and note our address) we 
follow two Trout Runs to band Phoebes. 

Unlike the previous section I have located four nest sites with 
little or no overhead protection. The first nest was located in the 
girders of a steel and concrete bridge and after rain the nest was 
actually soggy. This Phoebe successfully raised a brood in 1960. In 
1961 the nest was requilt in the same location. Five eggs were laid but 
were destroyed by human predators. She then moved under the T:rridge 
built another nest and laid four eggs. It too was destroyed. The ~econd 
nest was fastened to the exposed side of a concrete bridge. The nest 
actually leaned away from its base and if the bird were to attempt to 
raise four or five young it would probably crash to the ground. Build
ing under this bridge is nearly impossible since it is in the shape of 
an inverted U. The last two were located on bridges with open mesh work 
floors and both had eggs but I never returned to check on final results. 

One nest is located in an old house that is falling slowly into the 
cellar. The builder was successful in raising two broods during 1961, 
despite the fact that the immediate area should be labelled "Rattle-snake 
Crossing". Nests along with several nests of Barn Swallows have been 
found in barns. 

The favorite spot is a bridge, regardless of size and since most 
small bridges are constructed with steel I-beams they provide handy 
shelves for nests. On one I-beam bridge I located seven nests all side 
by side. Three contained eggs, none was successful. On the last trip 
through that area I removed all old nests except one. On a concrete 
bridge of recent construction I found a Phoebe's nest built on top of a 
Barn Swallow's nest. The walls were so smooth that only Swallows could 
make mud stick and the Phoebes had made use of it. 

The Phoebes will build on artificial projections if they are pro
vided. On two abandoned concrete bridges in my area I have fastened 
pieces of scrap lumber to provide a shelf. These bridges are full of 
small cracks and it was very easy to nail a shaped shelf in a sheltered 
spot. Both shelves were successful as nesting sites. During my travels 
in 1961 I fastened several more shelves to wooden beams on bridges where 
there were no Phoebe nests. However most wooden bridges do not need any 
shelf, In Columbia County we have more of the old covered bridges than 
in any other county in the state and every one that I have checked has 
contained a Phoebe nest. 

The first size 1 bands I used were on nestling Phoebes. The nest 
~s located in an old wagon shed on the abandoned farm which we call home. 

is particular nest was used for three years and two broods were raised 
:ach year. In the spring of 1960 the adult bird moved her location about 
en feet, built a new nest and raised her first brood. The old nest was 




