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PARKS - Song Sparrows

SONG SPARR<M RETURNS HATCH THREE BROODS
By G. Hapgood Parks

It was probably because our parental Song Sparrows had spent so much
time among the boughs of the spruces collecting insects and insect larvae
~hat their secretive new-nest building escaped us.
Anyhow, it was not
until August 14 that we awakened to the fact that a third nest had been
built and a third brood was already being fed therein.

We were knee deep in Song Sparrows at Monhonon's Cove Point in Maine
during this summer of 1968.
Contributing to the ample population were Cluck Duck (30-149033), who
returned for his fifth summer with us, and his mate (102-146474) whoreturned for her second season at the Point. These two birds mated, also,
in 1967 and raised two broods. This past spring's unusually early successful conquest of winter and the exceptionally long spell of fine wea'ther that persisted during the nesting season apparently inspired them
no end, for they responded with three broods in three different ~.
Last year their nesting territor,y lay near the frog-pond, just beyond
a wave-gouged gully, although Cluck Duck controlled the feeding area about
our cabin for his family. This year a pair of aggressive newcomers took
over the frog-pond area, so Cluck Duck moved his nest-building into the
feeding territor,y.
1. When we opened our cabin on June 6 the first nest was already
occupied. We were able to watch its location from an east window, for
the nest had been built on the ground just 10 feet east of the cabin wall
and snugly hidden at the base of an inclined bayberry bush. Less than 30
feet ~ond it was a bare ledge where the sea broke constantly, but the
nest was protected from the salty spray by a tangle of bayberr,y bushes,
sugar-plum trees, alders and young spruces. How marzy- young came from
this nesting we shall never know, for they left the nest some time during
the period between June 12 and 20 while we were "chasing" Evening Grosbeaks in New Brunswick. Upon our return Cluck Duck was feeding a single
youngster which we trapped and banded (102-146593) on June 26. We have
no evidence that any of our other bandees belong to this brood.
2. The second nest was located 2ot feet SSW from the southwest corner of the cabin porch and about 20 feet from a bare sea-washed ledge. It,
too, was built on the ground, at the base of a wild-rose bush. Additional
protection was offered by other wild-rose bushes, a thick growth of brakes,
wild sarsaparilla plants and wild asters, plus sugar-plum trees and scrubby
young spruces. Three youngsters vacated this nest on July 16, leaving behind them one infertile egg. The trio was captured and they now wear bands
102-146h06, -609 and -610.
We were puzzled when we watched Cluck Duck's second brood being
weaned more abruptly than usual. Nor did he assume the attitude of retiring timidity which, in previous seasons, had characterized his behavior
during the period of post nuptial molt that followed the weaning of the
second brood. In fact, his plumage showed no indication that a molt was
occurring.

247

3. The third nest was built in a scrubby, mature, white spruce tree
which stands three feet west of the northwest corner of our cabin. The
nest was found 5t feet from the tree trunk on a horizontal limb extending
northwestward at a point 10-3/4 feet above the ground and was well protected from above by the thickly massed needles of the next higher bough.
The young left this neat at dawn on August 21. The brood consisted of at
least three youngsters, one of ~hich became Cluck Duck's special ward.
These two birds remained together and :were still accompanying each other
in the proximity of the cabin when we closed it for the season on September 30. This youngster was marked With band 105-130376. Cluck Duck's
mate spirited the remainder of tl:le brood away into the forest so soon
after they left the nest that ·none was captured.

* **

The exterior structure of each of the three nests was coarse straw,
an abundance of which had been deposited by the tide along the nearby
shore. The lining of each consisted of fine grasses.
Nests 1 and 2 were almost identical in shape and size although 11
was more loosely constructed and contained· considerably less building material. Each had an outside diameter of 4t inches while its cup measured
2 inches across and 2 inches deep. Tree-built #3 was a more imposing
structure, considerably larger and much more firmly put together. Its
outside diameter measured 6 inches; its cup had an inside diameter of·2t
inches and a depth of 2 inches.
The behavior or Cluck Duck, his mate, and their maturing offspring
became an interestingly complicated backyard study as the summer waned.
Then, when the frog-pond aggregation attempted to extend their "takeover"
to include Cluck Duck's feeding territory, also, only a professional
motion-picture setup could have recorded the hectic action adequately to
describe it. We were, indeed, knee deep in Song Sparrows at Monhonon's
Cove Point this summer.
(If you have bee.n given cause to wonder, let it be explained that
Cluck Duck received his unique appellation because of his persistently
repeated "cluck"-like utterance. This "cluck" varies markedlyin timbre
and in amplitude according to Cluck Duck's mood and according to the environmental situation existing at the moment. It serves as a constant
note of caution to his offspring when the presence of humans dictates such
instruction. It becomes a note of appeal to such humans as have been
known to have provided food, but who have allowed the supply of edibles
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to become depleted. It amplifies to a sharp note of warning at the discovery of a prOximate predator. It becomes calmly conversational when all
is well in'Cluck Duck's world.)
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A truly astonishing aspect of the small warbler catch was that five
of the 17 birds (29.4%) were returns from the previous year. These were
distributed as follows•
1. Yellowthroat (Geo~is trichas): Twelve banded in the spring
of 19671 one returned in 1968 8.%). This bird, a male, was caught originally on May 15 in forest net No. 3. It repeated once on July 24 in a
ramp net over the salt meadows where it may have been breeding. In 1968
it returned on May 14 to the identical forest net.
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2. Ovenbird (Seiurus aurocapillus) 1 Sixteen banded in the spring
of 19671 two returned in 1968 (12.5%). These birds both repeated more
than once in 1967 and were probably breeding in 11\Y woods. One of them
again repeated several times after its first 1968 capture.

WARBLER RETURNS AT ELDORA, NEW JERSEY
By C. Brooke Worth

In EBBA News for Sept.-Oct. 1967, I reported on warbler banding at
Eldora, N.J., during the previous spring. In 1968 I again attempted to
net warblers in my woods, though on a diminished scale. In addition I
exploited two nets extending into the edge of my salt meadows. The distribution of net-days in the two years was as follows&

Forest

177

Meadows

...1.1

Total

190

111

145

Thus in 1968, nets were in operation of 76 per cent as long as in
1967. However, the warbler catch was proportionately far smaller, the
17 birds of 1968 representing only 16 per eent as many as 1967's 105 birds.
After making allowance for differences in the total net-times in the two
years, it appears as if the 1968 warbler flight was only one-fifth as
strong as in 1967.

3• Black-and White Warbler (Mniotilta varia) 1 22 banded in the
spring of 19671 two returned in 1968 (9.1%). Both these birds are remarkable for having appeared only once in each year, as if they were
transients. One was caught each time in forest net No. 1, while the
other was taken in adjacent forest nets, Nos. 5 and 6. It seems scarcely
possible that their travel routes could be that invariable. However, I
saw no Black-and-White Wahlers in my woods during the summer, and Stone
(Bird Studies at Old Cape May, 1937) says that while the species '~reeds
occasionally just north of Cape May", it "cannot be regarded as a common
sulllll1er resident anywhere in the peninsula". Thus these two individuals
may indeed have been following a fairly narrow path to more distant
destinations.
These records seemed remarkable enough to need no further bolsterBut on the contrary, I secured a return from a Yellowthroa t of ·unknown age and sex, banded in the fall of 1967 and reappearing on exactly
the same day, September 27, in 1968, as an adult male. This was one of
only four Yellowthroats banded in the previous fall, a return rate of 25~.
ing.

Such figures approach the range of returning Kirtland's Warhlers to
the breeding ground (Berger and Radabaugh, Bird-Banding 39, July 1968,
pp. 161-186), although 85 per cent of those birds were not re-netted but
were recognized by colored bands. I feel that when a stationary net begins to duplicate the performance of roving eyes, it can only mean that
the birds do a great deal of roving themselves, i.e., they do not pursue
a straight migratory trajectory through the forest, but quarter back and
forth so that the nets in effect do a wide sweeping job.
R.D., Delmont, New Jersey 08314

