
NESTING OF THE PUERTO RICAN ORIOLE 

By NINA G. SPAULDING 

The Puerto Rican Oriole (foter1<s portorieensis Bryant) is pe
culiar to the island of Puerto Rico. It is a common resident of the 
finea at Algarrobo, between Vega Baja and Manati already described 
in my paper on Latimer's Vireo. 

Song and eall notes.-This species has a very pleasing song of 
distinctive oriole quality. It was rarely heard during the time in
cluded in these observations except at dawn, with a possible subdued 
repetition or two between daybreak anc1 7 A. J\L The singing began 
at the fu-st signs of light anc1 lasted through the period of dusk. It 
ceased the instant that it was broad daylight. During the time that 
these observations were made, it began about 5 A. j\ll. anc1 enc1ec1 about 
5.25 A. M. The song was suggestive of the words, llierry Chevl
c 'm out he,·e. Squeaking, liquid gurgling notes were thrown in to 
embellish the main theme. These were inaudible at any distance. 
They occurred on the word here as follows: 1. Hete ommitted en
tirely. 2. Pause between ont anc1 here. 3. Chucks, squeaks, clea1• 
whistles or additional syllables uttered between rn,t anc1 hei·e. Chev, 
was the word audible at the greatest distance, and vms the one most 
frequently employed in the daytime songs. These latter were of 
rather infrequent occurrence. They were often subdued and con
sisted of portions of the early ·morning song1 or of a variety of notes, 
sometimes not more than three, but recognizable by the quality of 
the tone . 

. Although the song was of such pleasing quality, the call note wai:; 
hoarser than that of the iJiozambiq,ie [Holoq,iiscal,is niger brachyp
terus (Cassin),] and vi'as very similar. It was a harsh chuck, and was 
quite constantly heard in the vicinity of the nest throughout the 
breeding season. Both male anc1 female uttered these notes, but one 
much more frequently than the other and in a louder tone. That one 
I believe to have been the male, since he was the one on guard. 

Nest.-Nests of two pairs of this species were located in 1931. 
'l'he first, found on April 22 contained an incubating bird within 7 
clays of hatching; the second, seen on June 3 was oceupiec1 by 3 
young. The first was 'in a young, low cocoanut palm about a five 
minute wall, from human habitation; the second was in a royal 

551 



562. THE JOURNAL OF AGRICULTURE -OF THE UNIVERSITY OF P. R. 

palm , about 25 feet in height that was situated at the foot of an 
abruptly slopin g hill , at the crest of which was a house . 

Nests of the se 01jioles are especially difficult to find,. due to both 
the altil ud e at which they build and to the manner of placing their 
nests. The y build beneath the long drooping leaves of palm trees. 
'!.'he nest is a rather flattened out affair, packed so closely against 
the mid -rib that it easily eludes det ection . Thi s was well illu strate d 
by the nest in the cocoanut palm. It was so well hidden that it 
barely escape d the nw-chete. Some men had already slashed off two 
leaves on the tree, and were abou t to cut the third, when one of them 
saw the . nest beneat h th e leaf, an d fortunately witheld tlie knife . 
Thi s was a particularly happy discov ery since the tree was so young 
that it was only about 15 feet in height, and the leaf utiliz ed by the 
pair was one of the lowest on the tree, making it ideal for observa
tion. The leaf had a less acut e upward slant than those above it, 
making th e under side less exposed to view. 

Th e nest was locat ed under the mid-1~ib at the highest point of 
it s curve, and was 12 feet from the ground. The mid-rib ran north 
and south . On the east side, the pinnae were long , closely set and 
quite even. On the west , they were more jagged , and near the stem 
were quite short. Th e nest was composed of long, thread-like fibers, 
evidently taken from both the tattered edges of palm leaves and the 
matting which encircles the stems. That was the only material em· 
ployed with the exception of a makeshift lining of Tillandsia stems. 
Th e palm fibers were thickly matted and int er\\ ·oven making a very 
durable nest, but inside there was a thin layer of sl ightly finer fibers 
1.hat was not in terwoven but that had been dropped in losely and 
th en shaped by the bird' s body to form a shallow cup. It was 2Y2 
inches deep and 4 inch es in diameter at the rim. From it radiated 
4 straps, composed of the same matted mat erial as the nest. They 
ran parallel to each other, about 7 inches apart, tw o extend ing south 
from th e nest , parallel to the mid -rib , and tw o north. The total 
length from the end of one strap to the end of the other , on the west 
side was 2 feet 4 inche s. Thi s in clud ed the nest. On the east side 
th e to tal length of strap s and nest was 2 feet 61/2 in ches. 'fh e num
ber of pinna e covered on the west sid e was 20, and on the east sid e, 24. 
Th ese straps wer e secured to each of th e 20 and 24 p'.innae by a 
thr ead of_ palm fiber looped through the edge of each pinna, and 
what is most remarkable , the looping unfai lin gly occurred on the 
same side of the mid-rib of each pinna (the south ). Not a single 
p:inna was skipp ed th e entire length of the straps. In wid th the 
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straps varied from 1lz inch to 1 inch. The place of attachment on 
the east side measured 5 inches from the mid-rib, and 4 inches from 
the mid-rib on the west side. T]le nest hung 3 nches below the mid
rib. At one place an extens ion of the nest rim occurred and was 
utilized by the pair as a landing place. 

Eggs.-Three eggs composed the clutch. They were very pale 
blue( almost white. One egg was a shade bluer than the other. 
The ilii rd egg had already hatched . The spots on the two eggs 
varied. On one, tl1e larger end was completely washed with pale 
rufous brown, extending almost to the center of the egg. The re
mainder was sparsely sprinkl ed with small spots of the same color. 
The larger end of the other egg was wreathed with heavy splashes 
of almost seal brown, while the rest of it was light ly sprinkled with 
some small and some larger spots of the same color. One egg meas
ured 2311z mm X 1711z mm; the other , 24 mm X 17 mm. 

In ciibation.-This labor was performed by only one of the pair, 
presumably 'the female. The other did guard duty. Its specia l 
perch was about 60 feet from the nest and was a tall icaco sapling 
that arose from a dense group of the same species . It terminated 
in a dead tw ig. From that it had an extended view of the surround
ing territory, which it scanned with an eagle eye. At the appear
ance of any disturbing element it would set up a nervous reitera
tion of the chuck note. It learned to recognize my approach when 
yet a long way off. Whenever I was forced into the open from 
lack of the protection of wayside brush, the bird would set up an 
irritating seri es of protesting chucks . Neither would it be fooled 
by any blind, but would vigorously attempt to· force out the con
cealed intrud er by r api d repetition of the same note, and also by 
flying close about the blind. However , in spite of these manifesta
tions of displeasure, the normal activities at the nest were not often 
retarded. Sometimes the supposed used the guard tree as a stop
ping place, when en rou te to the nest. It was not an uncommon 
sight to see the pair perched there together . 

When away from the nest the incubating bird was j oined by its 
mat e and both flew off together. A favorite feeding ground of the 
pair was a brushy tract, some distance from the nest , but their 
feeding territory seemed to have no well-defined boundary. Dead 
branche s were favorite perches. 

Both the approach and departure from the nest by the in cubat 
ing oriole was accomplished very stea lth ily . The palm leaf con
cealed the bird so completely that mauy times it escaped unseen. 
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It evident ly crept out of the nest between the pinnae or flew out 
between the shortest ones on the other side of the leaf from the ob
server. At other times it dropped down to within a foot or two of 
the ground, then dashed up and off. 

One day, at 12.55, a subdued song was heard. It consisted of a 
few notes of the early morning song. That was the only song noted 
during incubating act ivities. The only other sound emitted was the 
chuck note. That was occasionally heard both when the supposed 
female left the nest and when she returned , as well as when she was 
on the nest. On April 24, from 10.25 A. M. to 1.03 P. M. that note 
was r ecorded 6 times. 

'l'orrential showers of almost daily occurrence and the evasive 
escape of the female from the nest combined to so handicap observa
tions that the length of only two incubating periods were positively 
secured . One was of 41 minutes duration; the other , 28 minutes. 

R earin g of the Y oimg.-One egg was found ha tched on April 
29, at 10: 10 A. M. The young bird ·was not yet dry. An exces
sive, all-da y rain prevented continued observations, so the exact time 
of the hatching of the other two eggs is not known. The young were 
first seen out of hte shell April 30, at 9.26 A. M. The supposed 
male now assumed in addition to guard duty, that of assistant pro
vider, while the supposed female acted as brooder and did her share 
of feeding the young. As far as the observer was able to ascertain 
the suppo sed male took no part in the brooding. 

Brooding occurred most frequently on the first day, April 30. 
Durin g 2 hours, 6 minutes spent at the nest in the morning, the 
bird brooded 4 times. 'l'he longest period was 20 minutes, the short
est 9 minutes. The longest period off the nest was 40 minute s; the 
shorte st, 22 minute s, averaging a brooding every 311/z minutes. In 
the afternoon from 4 to 5.25, there were 3 brooding·s, one lasting 8 
minute s, one 9 minut es, with the length of the last one which oc
cur r ed at 5.25, unde termin ed. In the morning of the second day, 
during 3 hour s 20 minut es spent in observation, bro oding occurred 
4 times, averaging one period every 50 minutes. The length of th ese 
periods in minut es was: 14, 11, 8, and 11, re spectively. In the af
ternoon, during 2 hour s, 15 minute s at the nest, only one brooding 
took place. It lasted 15 minu tes. On the third day, only 2 broodings 
occur red, during 1 hour 52 minutes observation, an average of one 
every i;i6 minute s. There wer e no observations on the 4th day, and 
on the 5th day, only one brief period of 4 minutes was noted. No 
brooding occurred after the 5th day. 
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The average frequency of feeding during the first 5 days while 
brooding ,vas in progress was about once every 15 minutes. On the 
6th clay, the frequency increased to an average of a feeding every 
6% minutes in the morning and every 51/5 minutes in the afternoon. 
This average held practically the same thrnugh the 7th and 8th 
days. No observations were made on the 9th and 10th days. On 
the 11th clay fcediugs took place e,·ery T1;~ minutes. l\o ob~en·a
tions occurred on the 12th clay. On the 13th clay, the last the young 
were in the nest, feedings averaged every 81/2 minutes in the morn
ing and eYery 4 minutes in the afternoon. Total average for the 
time observed ,vas a feeding about every 6 minutes, after the 5th 
day. '!'"'ice on the second clay, the supposed male was seen to cai-ry 
insects to the brooding bird. That was the only time such behavior 
was noted. 

The favorite alighting place of the pair when en route to the 
nest ,ms the mid-rib of the palm lea£, under wh'ich the nest was 
s,nmg. There they would sit, sometimes one alone, but many times 
both together, chucking, or drubbing insects, waiting until they 
considered it safe to approach the nest hidden below. 

When feeding the young, the pair often clung to the side of the 
nest, with tail curved under it. They also fed from the rim. A 
fayorite landing place vrns that part of the nest rim that was par
ticularly wide. I£ any disturbance were heard outside while the 
birds were within, they had the habit of clinging to the base of the 
nest, head down, and peering in all directions before venturing 
forth. Exit was usually made by flight towm·cl the stem encl of the 
leaf. but sometimes from under the tip. 

'l'he pair showed greater annoyance at the presence of an ob
server than during incubation. Any attempt to approach the nest 
,vas proYocative of rapid, excited chucks. 

As during incubation, the guard tree was frequently occupied 
by the supposed male, especially while the female was brood1ng. 
At times he kept up a constant chucking; again, only an occasional 
note was heard. 'l'he chuck note was often uttered near the nest, 
both as a scold and warning note and as a conversational note. Some
times it ,vas loud and was uttered rapidly. At others it was casual 
and subdued. Both male and female emitted it, but the supposed 
fem,ile much less frequently than the male, and the tone was pitched 
lower and was softer. Both birds often chucked before going to 
the nest and immediately after leaving it. 
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Two long distance flights were noted. The first occurr ed at 2 
o'clock on the 5th day. The pair flew from the guard tree, high above 
the tree tops, over the open country toward the west, and out of 
sight . After 5 minutes, one alighted on the mid-1% with an insect 
dangling from his bill. Only one bird went on the second flight. 
That took place on the 7th day. The bird was away 14 minutes. 

Excrement sacs were evidently eaten during the early care 0£ 
the young. It was not until the 13th day that they were noted 
being carried out of the nest by the parents. At 12.23, 3.07, 3.54, 
and 4.20 pellets were carried from the the nest in the bill. 

As the time approached for the departure of the young from the 
nest, th e pair became exceedingly nervous about my presence. 

The departt1re of the young from the nest was unwitnessed. It 
occur red on the 13th clay of May, 14 days after the hatching of the 
first egg. Four days later one of the parents was seen searching for 
insects followed by one young fledgling. The latte r was constantly 
emitting a loud call note, yeep yeep ye ep. 

Yoiing.-'l 'he genera l color of the freshly hatched young was red
dish orange. The center of the belly was mouse gray encircled by 
adjoining areas of red, yellow, orange and brown; the mandib les 
were pale orange edged w'ith ivory white; the legs were orange; the 
nail s and tip of the upper mandible were ivory white. 

The color of the ball of the eye was slate gray; the iris, orange 
and the pupil mouse gray. 

Natal down was sparse and was distributed in rows. A row fol
lowed the contour of each eye, next to the center axis of the head, 
beginning at the nostrils and terminating at the crown; one also 
followed the contour bf the shoulder, elbow and hip join ts on the 
upp er surface. The margin of the wing was edged with it. Two 
tufts of hairs occurred at the knee joint, on the tail and on the nap6l 
of the neck . A row extended along the spine from the rump, half 
way to the head. On the belly a row followed the contour of each 
hip joint. The color of the down was pale gray , except that on 
the belly knee and elbow jo ints, which was white. 

On the 3rd day , the oldest nestling showed wing quills just 
pricking through. By the 4th day the two youngest had begun to 
develop them, also. Those on the oldest one were longer and the 
down on the spine was disappearing. 

When the young left the nest on the 14th day, the plumage was 
noted as follows; head , very dark brown ; back , a shad e lighter 
than the head; rump and tail, brown; wings, slate gray, edged 
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with buff; breast, light buffy brown; belly bare; sides, ochre yel
low; under tail coverts, light yellow; general appearance, dark 
brown or slaty on top and huffy beneath. 

During the early par t of their existence, the young made peeping 
sounds. This was first noted immediately after hatching, when one 
was in my hand. 'l'hese sounds were inaudible on the first day 
from within the nest, but by the third clay could be heard, if one 
were directly benea th it. By the 5th clay they had increased in 
volume to such an extent that they were audible in the blind, sev
eral feet away. When the young heard their parents chucking on 
the mid-rib above them, they peeped lustily. By the 11th day they 
had developed a call note. It was emitted loudly and rapidly and 
was suggestive of the syllables, ti ti ti, ti ti ti tee, tit ti ti tee. When 
ou of the nest the call note was a loud yeep. 

The Royal Palni Nest.- Thi s nest, located on June 3, differed 
from that in the cocoanut palm, in that it bad no radiating straps. 
It was attached to the leaf pinnae in only three places, with in
tervals of 4 pinnae and one pinna between attachments. It sug
gested a swinging bask et. The heads of two young were visible above 
the rim. One of the parents was a bird in immature plumage. On 
June 9, one of the fledgling s was found out of the nest in the bushes 
at the foot of the tree. On June 10, the remaining two young were 
still in the nest, but one had climbed out on the platform-like broad 
ening of the nest rim between two of the attachments to the leaf. 
'l'he other stood on the rim. The mat ur e parent was seen to feed 
them, and was followed by the immature bird , which, after feeding 
carried out an excrement sac. During 42 minutes observation, the 
matur e parent fed 4 times and r emoved excrement sacs twice. The 
immature bird fed once. However, the demands of the fledgling 
already out of the nest may account for the seeming neglect by the 
immatur e bird. At 9.40 one young was on the platform apparently 
eager to fly, but afraid. By 9.50, 1he other fledgling was stand ing 
on the nest rim. At 9.55, one climbed farther out over the rim, 
them clinging to the nest, turned around, with tail hanging down. 
That was enough of a venture for one time; both fledgling s climbed 
back into the nest and settled down, out of sigbt. 'I'hey were fed 
twice, first by the immature parent , then by the mature one. After 
the latter flew, he chucked 20 tim es in a minut e. 

At 3 P. M., on the same day, one of the parents was seen cling
ing to the very tip of the terminal shoot of the royal palm. One 
fledgling had vacated the nest altogether. 'l'he other was clinging 
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tp the rim. One leg slipped; he drew it back as if afraid of falling, 
and climbed inside the nest, but was soon out again. Thi s time he 
let go with his feet and tried his wings . He flew upward directly 
above the nest toward the mid-rib which was about 3 inches above 
him, then dropped back into the nest . Unfortunat~ly, the final suc
cessful flight was unwitnessed, and was accomplished during a very 
few minutes absence from the nest. Upon retur n, the young were 
iri the bushes at the foot of the palm, giving the yeep yeep call, and 
the parents were chucking nervously . 

Before closing I wish to extend my most grateful appreciation 
to Dr. Stuart T. Danforth for the reading of the manuscripts an d 
for his interest and assistance in innumerable ways; to Miss Elsie 
Mae Willsey for the use of her attractive week-end house at Al
garrobo, which made possible these observations; and to the late 
Mr. William Burlingame for his hospitality and willing assistance 
rendered about the fi;n,ca. 

Jaffrey, New Hampshi _re. 


