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Boreal Chickadees eat ash high in calcium.—Birds sometimes eat materials that are not
normal food items, compensating for a nutrient deficiency (Kare 1965). In the present
instance, Boreal Chickadees (Parus hudsonicus) were observed spending long periods of time
eating ash. Observations were made at Newman Sound Campground in Terra Nova National
Park, Newfoundland (80 km S. of Gander), from 11 to 16 October 1988. Boreal Chickadees,
abundant in the area, foraged in small flocks, often low in black spruce (Picea mariana) and
balsam fir (4bies balsamea). Numerous small patches of ash occurred in the campground,
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presumably from burned charcoal briquettes. Chickadees ate the ash at only one very small
site (about 0.3 m by 0.3 m and several cm deep). This ash was different from nearby ash
where chickadees did not feed as it had a consistency appearing as if liquid had been poured
on it.

The chickadees spent up to about 1 h at a time, mainly in the morning and late afternoon,
feeding solely in the small patch of ash during the six days of observation. They probed
their bills into the substance, and tongue movements could be seen. During one 40 min
observation period, 64 visits were made, indicating the high intensity of use. The average
number of pecks per visit was about 10 per bird (range 4 to 32). As the birds were unbanded,
it was impossible to determine if several flocks were feeding there, but at any one time at
least five different individuals were present.

When feeding in the ash, the birds showed greatly reduced fear and allowed approach to
within about 15 cm. This incredible tameness is indicative of the strong motivation to feed
on the ash, as otherwise they had a flight distance of about 2 to 5 m. Usually only one fed
at a time, others often waiting nearby. When a chickadee approached a feeding individual,
aggression, particularly Gargles (Ficken et al. 1978) and supplanting were common. When
the same birds fed away from the ash site, aggression was very rare.

The only other species seen near the ash was a pair of Gray Jays (Perisoreus canadensis)
which pecked the ash once or twice on the first day of observation and were never observed
there again. Possibly they were attracted to the site by observing the chickadees.

Small samples of ash were removed from the site where the chickadees were pecking and
from an adjacent patch of ash where they never fed. Levels of P, K, and Mg were very
similar in the two samples, but there was 2580 ppm Ca in the ash where the chickadees fed
vs 600 ppm from the nearby ash. The sample was not analyzed for elements other than
those noted, so possibly some other minerals may also have had higher levels in the area
where the chickadees fed.

Some birds in far northern areas seem to require supplementary calcium during the
breeding season, and many reports document consumption of specific items that are rich
in calcium (and possibly some other minerals). For example, the insect food given nestling
Lapland Longspurs (Calcarius lapponicus) near Barrow, Alaska, was low in calcium, and
the birds ate bones and egg shell fragments (Seastedt and MacLean 1971). Parrot Crossbills
(Loxia pytyopsittacus) and Common Redpolls (Carduelis flammea) ate decaying wood in
subarctic Finland in summer, and nutrient analyses indicated that the ash was primarily a
source of calcium (Pulliainen et al. 1978). A Red Crossbill (L. curvirostra) ate mortar from
a wall, presumably for its calcium content (Susic 1981). Pulliainen et al. (1978) suggested
that such nutrient needs are prevalent in granivorous birds, as well as in reindeer (Rangifer
tarandus) in the subarctic. My observations indicate that calcium may be sought during the
nonbreeding season, although the other observations indicate that during the breeding season
calcium needs for egg laying may be particularly high.

Soils in the Newfoundland study site are mineral deficient (Damman 1964), particularly
in calcium (Brinkmann pers. comm.), and chickadees were probably eating the ash because
of its high calcium content. Evidently the liquid used to extinguish the charcoal fire in the
one small area was high in calcium (and possibly other minerals), because nearby ash was
not consumed.

One of the advantages of sociality may be that if one individual finds a scarce but important
resource, other group members can benefit in locating the resource. For example, Great Tits
(P. major) in a laboratory experiment found clumped food faster through social foraging
(Krebs et al. 1972). An interesting question is whether scarcity of certain minerals such as
calcium affects the distribution and/or fitness of subarctic birds. McNaughton (1988) sug-
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gested that the spatial distribution of African ungulates is influenced by the mineral content
of vegetation.
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A case of polyandry in the Black-capped Chickadee.—Black-capped Chickadees (Parus
atricapillus) have been studied extensively in the breeding season (e.g., Odum 1941, Smith
1967, Ficken et al. 1981) and all studies have reported the species to be monogamous,
forming permanent pairbonds in winter. Here, we document the first reported case of
polyandry in the Black-capped Chickadee.

We studied chickadees on a 500-ha area at the Meanook Biological Research Station of
the University of Alberta, near Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, from March 1985 to September
1987. The area was a mosaic of poplar (Populus tremuloides and P. balsamifera) woodland
interspersed with fields (20% of the area). One hundred fifty pairs were studied and the
majority of nests were located; most individuals were captured with mist nets and nest box
traps and were color banded.

In late winter 1987, male A was apparently paired with a banded female (they were
frequently seen foraging together), and his neighbor, male B, was paired with an unbanded
female. We saw the banded female on 7 April, but she was not seen thereafter. On 30 April
and 2 May, male B was chased by male A off the latter’s territory. Six days later, the
unbanded female (presumably the mate of male B) was in male A’s territory, and he was



