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Longevity surprise: the Bobolink.—Little is known concerning natural
longevity of the few transequatorial migrant passerines that breed in the United
States and Canada. Here I report data on longevity of the Bobolink (Dolichonyz
oryzivorus), a songbird which annually migrates approximately 19,000 km round
trip between nesting habitats in the northern United States and southern Canada
and its wintering grounds in southern Brazil, Uruguay, Paraguay, and northern
Argentina. The distance of these flights is unsurpassed by any other North Amer-
ican passerine species, and the rigors of its migration, including a non-stop traverse
of the Caribbean Sea from Jamaica to South America, would presumably inflict
heavy casualties and hence limit the life span of this bird. Moreover, as a con-
sequence of a conspicuous plumage pattern and a strongly polygynous social
structure (see Martin. Polygny in the Bobolink: habitat quality and the adaptive
complex. Ph.D. dissertation, Oregon State University, 1970) which demands sub-
stantial display exposure for territoriality and sexual advertisement, male Bobo-
links should be more vulnerable to predation than less active, more cryptic passer-
ines. Morphological and behavioral characteristics combined with the stress of
lengthy migrations, therefore, should pose important constraints on longevity.

From 1966 through 1972 the behavioral ecology of a population of Bobolinks
nesting in southcentral Wisconsin was studied. Results of the investigation shed
light on longevity of individually marked birds of this population. Only nestlings
were banded in 1966, but in subsequent years, adults as well as nestlings were
distinctively color banded. Adults of this species exhibit remarkable site tenacity,
and mature males, especially, return each spring to the same breeding meadow. A
few individuals that were hatched and raised in this field also return yearly. Site
tenacity of these ‘‘native” birds permits chronological assessment of recruitment
of known-aged birds to the breeding population, and thereafter, longevity ac-
counts for these individuals. Based on long-term trends of adult male returns, the
analysis that follows assumes that individuals failing to return to the study-field
any spring have died since the end of the previous breeding season. For females,
which are known occasionally to shift nesting locations to different fields, this
assumption is not valid and individuals might still be living despite their absence
at the nesting meadow under investigation.

Complete accounts covering periods sufficient to provide maximum longevity
data are available for birds banded during the first two years of the study. They
come from four Bobolinks banded as nestlings and five birds banded as adults, as
tabulated here:
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Minimum
Minimum age Year of last age at last
Band number Sex Date of banding at banding (Yrs) return  return (years)

Banded as nestlings

103-104330 d 16 June 1966 0 1971 5
103-104332 Q 16 June 1966 0 1971 5
106-149724 g 1 July 1967 0 1972 5
106-149820 Q 9 June 1968 0 1972 4
Banded as adults
106-140102 d 6 May 1967 2 1970 5
106-140105 d 13 May 1967 2 1970 5
106-140107 o4 13 May 1967 2 1970 5
106-140116 I8 24 May 1967 2 1970 5
106-140121 o8 26 May 1967 2 1971 6

Comparison of arrival dates between males returning in their first spring
following hatching (yearlings) and their return in successive years reveals a differ-
ent migration period for yearlings and older males. Males two years and older
invariably establish territories in early to mid-May, while yearlings first appear at
the breeding meadow late in May and continue arriving until mid-June. My re-
corded arrival dates for all adult males entered in the above table indicate that
each was at least two years old at the time of banding. Because males 106-140116
and 106-140121 defended territories for almost two weeks before I was able to
capture them, I am confident that they also were at least two years of age when
banded. Distinctive song patterns were used to distinguish these two males from
other arrivals prior to their banding.

The five adults banded in 1967 represent 62.5 per cent of the territorial males
banded in that year. Four of these lived for at least five years and the other lived
a minimum of six years, attesting to a surprisingly long life-span for such a high
proportion of this population, despite the special handicaps dictated by its long-
distance migration and polygynous mating system. Data from the longest-lived
birds banded as nestlings, both males and females, coincide with these values,
giving further confirmation of considerable longevity for this species. Two birds
banded as nestlings were alive at cessation of the breeding period in 1972; conse-
quently, because they might live to return in future years, ages given for them
represent minimum life spans. A similar trend is emerging for adults banded in
1968 and later years, but the termination of field work after the 1972 breeding
season will make it impossible to follow these later age cohorts through to death
of individual birds. Nonetheless, the few cases presented here make it clear that
Bobolinks often live for five years or longer.
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