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The propensity of Florida Scrub-Jays (Aphelocoma 
coerulescens) to become extremely tame around hu- 
mans, willingly to perch and even to rest on the hand, 
shoulder, or head, has been commented upon by nat- 
uralists for over a century. We hypothesized (Wool- 
fenden and Fitzpatrick 1984) that the behavior stems 
from an ancestral willingness to perch and forage on 
the backs of native mammals, in a low-growing habitat 
that lacks large, diurnal, terrestrial predators. Records 
exist for Florida Scrub-Jays perching and apparently 
removing ticks from domestic cattle (Bent 1946) and 
feral hogs (Baber and Morris 1980). Dixon ( 1944) and 
Isenhart and DeSante (1985) observed Western Scrub- 
Jays (Aphelocoma californica) doing the same on mule 
and black-tailed deer (Odocoileus hemionus), and the 
latter authors even speculated that a “cleaning station” 
relationship existed between bird and deer. Here we 
describe an encounter between a Florida Scrub-Jay and 
an adult white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus), and 
summarize evidence that the behavior is not unusual. 
The encounter was video-taped by a deer hunter while 
he sat in a tree overlooking the scene. Our description 
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is based on careful study of his video, a copy of which 
is deposited in the archives at Archbold Biological Sta- 
tion. 

On 25 September 1994, Mr. Andrew Reiner was 
video-recording scenery and deer movements from a 
deer-stand outside of, but immediately adjacent to. the 
western boundary of Archbold Biolog&alStation, near 
Lake Placid, Highlands Countv. Florida. At annroxi- 
mately 07:Ob EDT a large buck deer with full-antlers 
slowly walked along the margin of a wide, sand firelane 
bordering dense oak scrub and scrubby flatwoods. The 
deer stopped several times to browse. During one such 
stop, a Florida Scrub-Jay (band combination ARZ = 
3-year old resident male breeder) flew into view and 
perched on a pine snag several meters from the deer. 
As the deer moved on, the jay made an aborted flight 
toward it, left the video frame momentarily, then reap- 
peared and alighted on the back of the deer near its 
shoulders. The deer showed no indication of surprise, 
but continued to browse, head down. 

Upon landing the jay immediately picked at the back 
of the deer as if to take food, then hopped posteriorly 
to the haunches. There the jay first picked at, then 
sharply pecked at and nibbled, a spot on the deer’s 
right rear buttock. The sharp peck prompted the deer 
to lower its haunches slightly, head still down. The deer 
remained frozen in this posture for several seconds 
before picking up its head and casually looking back 
toward the jay. The jay then hopped forward again to 
the shoulder region, making a few additional gentle 
picks. At this point the deer easily could have brushed 
away the jay with its muzzle or antlers, but instead 
remained seemingly unperturbed while watching the 
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jay. Also at this time the jay’s mate appeared flying humans easily and flee. Fortuitous video-taping by a 
into video-view toward the deer as if intending to land patient observer in a blind provided us a window into 
on it, but veered away and presumably landed instead an interaction that may be common but inherently 
on oak shrubs just out of view. difficult for humans to observe. 

As the deer resumed slowly walking along the fire- 
lane, the jay hopped and flapped several times as if 
trying to remain “on board,” but then flew off from 
near the rear of the deer. The entire sequence lasted 
about 30 sec. The video continued following the deer 
for several minutes as it moved along the firelane, but 
the jays did not reappear. 

Black-billed Magpies (Pica pi&) and several species of 

We could not determine from the video what, if 
anything, the foraging jay recovered from the deer’s 

ungulates (see also Linsdale and Tomich 1953 for Yel- 

back. The jay clearly made efforts to pick food, how- 
ever, and we suspect that the sharp peck, followed by 
a nibble, represented dislodging and eating a tick. Bent 
(1946) summarizes evidence from several sources that 
ticks have been known as a food of Florida Scrub-Jays 
since late last century. 

The behavior of the jays and deer did not appear as 
coordinated as the “cleaning station” symbioses de- 
scribed by Isenhart and DeSante (1985), Kilham (1982) 
and Massei and Genov (1995) for other corvids. More- 
over, based on extensive field observations we doubt 
that the behavior could be as common among Florida 
Scrub-Jays as that reported by Linsdale (1946) among 

Until only a few thousand years ago, upland habitats 
of Florida were frequented for millions of years by 
many species of large, herbivorous mammals repre- 
senting numerous families (Webb 1990). No doubt, 
such beasts supplied ample foraging opportunities for 
Florida Scrub-Javs. Although the lame mammal fauna 
of the Florida s&rub has ali but van&shed, that mega- 
fauna-along with deer-may have contributed to the 
innate tendency of Florida Scrub-Jays to acquire fear- 
lessness around large, strange, food-providing crea- 
tures, which now include humans. 
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