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Interspecific Parental Care by a Wood Thrush (Hylocichla mustelina) at a Nest
of the Veery (Catharus fuscescens)

Matthew R. Halley1 and Christopher M. Heckscher1,2

ABSTRACT.—Reports of interspecific parental be-
havior are rare but widespread among avian taxa. We
present the first known case of interspecific parental
care by a Wood Thrush (Hylocichla mustelina) at a nest
of the Veery (Catharus fuscescens), documented by
video at a long-term study site in northern Delaware,
USA. We provide data on nest chronology, quantify
parental behavior, and describe a copulation event
between the Wood Thrush and the female Veery that
was captured on video. Despite incurring no obvious
fitness benefit, the Wood Thrush provided significant
and prolonged nestling care including more feeding
attempts and sanitation maneuvers than either Veery.
We propose that these observations are a consequence
of the normal adaptive behavior of the recipient species.
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Reports of interspecific parental care, when an

adult of one species provisions the offspring of

another, are rare yet sufficiently widespread among

avian taxa so as to beg an explanation (Shy 1982,

Skutch 1987). Proposed explanations have focused

on the proximate cause of the helper’s behavior

with the assumption that interspecific parental care

is not adaptive to the helper because it confers no

direct or inclusive fitness benefit (Brown 1983,

1987). Thus, interspecific parental care in birds is

generally assumed to be a rare mistake (e.g.,

Schaeffer et al. 2009).

Here, we quantify interspecific parental care at

a nest of the Veery (Catharus fuscescens) at a

long-term study site in Delaware. The nest was

attended by two adult Veeries (one female, one

male) and a male Wood Thrush (Hylocichla

mustelina). We compare the parental contribution

of the heterospecific helper with the care given

to the nestlings by the conspecific parents. We

examine proximate reasons posited by Shy (1982)
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to explain interspecific nestling care and present
an alternative explanation that integrates the
potential benefit incurred by the recipient species
as a partial explanation for these events. We also
describe a copulation event between the Wood
Thrush and the female Veery. Of note, Catharus
and Hylocichla are sister genera that have been
the focus of taxonomic debate for more than half a
century (e.g., Ripley 1952, Dilger 1956, Hen-
drickson and Yow 1973, Winker and Rappole
1988, Winker and Pruett 2006).

METHODS

Our observations occurred May–June 2011 at a
long-term study site at White Clay Creek State
Park, New Castle County, Delaware (39u 449 N,
75u 459 W). CMH has been monitoring nests of
Veeries at this site since 1998 (e.g., Heckscher
2004, Halley and Heckscher 2012). The nest of
interest was constructed within 1 m of the ground
in a dense shrub, Rosa multiflora. The nest was
discovered on 25 May by following a female
Veery with nest material, and its status was
subsequently monitored via digital video (model
ATC2K, Oregon Scientific, Tualatin, Oregon,
USA) and direct observation until 20 June, by
which time all four offspring had fledged. Both
adult Veeries had been banded in previous years,
each with a unique combination of three colored
bands and one numbered aluminum band (Bird
Banding Laboratory, USGS Patuxent Wildlife
Research Center, Patuxent, Maryland, USA). We
banded the four nestlings on 17 June, but the
Wood Thrush was neither captured nor banded.

The first egg was laid on 28 May. The clutch
had increased to three eggs by 0700 EDT (Eastern
Daylight Time) on 30 May, at which time we
deployed the video camera. Footage showed the
female incubating regularly as of 30 May. Three
eggs were seen in the nest at 0806 on 31 May. A
fourth egg was found in the nest at 0645 on 1
June, at least 2 days after the onset of incubation.
Two eggs hatched on 9 June, and a third on 10
June. Normal incubation length in our population
is 12 days (CMH, unpubl. data), and the fourth
egg hatched on the expected date of 13 June.
Throughout the nestling period, the nestling that
hatched from the fourth egg (hereafter ‘‘runt’’)
was easy to distinguish from its siblings because
of its noticeably smaller size. During the banding
session on 17 June, the pin feathers of the runt
were still unbroken 2 days after the feathers of its
siblings had emerged. The first fledging event

was captured on video at 1614 on 19 June. Two
more young fledged before the next video
session, and the fledging of the runt was captured
on video at 1010 on 20 June. The calls of two
offspring (the first to fledge and the runt) were
captured by the camera microphone; both birds
uttered the two-syllable ‘‘v-shaped call’’ of the
Veery fledgling call repertoire (Fig. 1; Heckscher
2007).

In the laboratory, we reviewed video footage
with Windows Movie Maker software (version
6.0, Microsoft Corporation, Redmond, Washing-
ton, USA). Morning video sessions (n 5 4) were
initiated in the field between 1013–1017. Footage
captured prior to 1030 was truncated during
analysis to mitigate the potential effect of
researcher presence on parental behavior and to
standardize start times. A single evening video
session on 19 June was initiated at 1613 and
truncated to 1630 during analysis. Each video
session was sampled for 3 hours, yielding a total
of 15 hrs of video footage for analysis. The
identities of individual nestlings were discernible
in video footage following their banding date (17
June). For all post-banding sessions (n 5 3),
parental contributions to individual nestlings were
tallied. We quantified (1) the number of food
deliveries intended for each nestling (i.e., the
intended target of the food delivery based on the
initial movement of the adult feeder upon arrival
at the nest, regardless of whether nestlings
usurped one another), and (2) the number of fecal
sacs removed or injested from each nestling.
Results were analyzed with Excel and Minitab 16
software (Microsoft Corporation, Redmond,
Washington, USA). We used a Chi-square
goodness of fit test to examine whether the
delivery of food and the removal of fecal sacs
were random in relation to individual nestlings
and the adults that delivered/removed them. All
errors are reported as 6 1 standard deviation.

RESULTS

All four offspring were provisioned by three
adult birds: (1) a banded female Veery, $3 years
of age, (2) a banded male Veery, $2 years of age,
and (3) an unbanded Wood Thrush of unknown
age. Both Veeries were detected feeding in all
video sessions, but the Wood Thrush was not
detected until 16 June (Fig. 2). During video
sessions III–V, after the Wood Thrush first
appeared at the nest and during which the
identities of individual nestlings were discernible,
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the Wood Thrush delivered food 78 times to the
nestlings, compared to 33 and 15 deliveries by the
female and male Veeries, respectively (x2 5 49.8,
df 5 2, P , 0.001; Fig. 2). During sessions III–V,
the Wood Thrush disposed of more fecal sacs
(n 5 26) than either the female (n 5 18) or male
(n 5 6) Veery (x2 5 11.2, df 5 2, P 5 0.003), but
no individual nestling was favored (x2 5 0.38,
df 5 3, P 5 0.9). Food deliveries by the three
adults were not distributed evenly among the four
offspring (x2 5 33.5, df 5 3, P , 0.001; Fig. 3).
The Wood Thrush fed the runt significantly more
than its siblings (x2 5 31.51, df 5 3, P , 0.001;
Fig. 3). Similarly, the female Veery’s propensity
to favor food delivery to the runt, compared to the
other nestlings, was nearly significant (P 5 0.06;
Fig. 3). The male Veery did not favor any
particular nestling (P 5 0.9; Fig. 3). The male
Veery’s feeding rate appeared to decline progres-
sively as the nestlings approached fledging
(Fig. 2).

In video footage captured at 1135 on 16 June,
the female Veery and Wood Thrush were
simultaneously present at the nest and both birds
delivered food to the nestlings. Subsequently, the
Wood Thrush mounted the female Veery, after
which the female left the nest (Fig. 4). The Wood

Thrush followed the female (offscreen) with
fluttering wingbeats, as observed after other
Wood Thrush copulation events (CMH, unpubl.
data).

DISCUSSION

After its initial appearance, parental care
provided by the Wood Thrush exceeded that of
both adult Veeries. The Wood Thrush provided
significantly more food deliveries and sanitation
maneuvers than either Veery. We are not aware of
other studies of interspecific parental care in wild
passerines that have quantified the contribution of
the heterospecific helper in relation to the nest
owners. Thus, this study of interspecific parental
behavior is perhaps the most detailed of any
observation of its kind and precludes quantitative
comparison to other studies. Most reports of
interspecific parental behavior in passerines are
limited to brief anecdotal accounts (e.g., Skutch
1935, 1961, 1987; Shy 1982). In an aviary, an
unmated Wood Thrush fed the offspring of
several species including Veeries (Skutch 1961),
and Schaeffer et al. (2009) described a wild nest
of a Wood Thrush that was attended by a male
Eastern Towhee (Pipilo erythrophthalmus), but
neither a wild Wood Thrush rearing heterospecific

FIG. 1. Three v-shaped calls of Veery fledglings from White Clay Creek State Park, New Castle County, Delaware, and

a call of a Wood Thrush fledgling from Montgomery County, Pennsylvania: (1) first fledged young from the present study,

(2) fourth fledged young from the present study (‘‘runt’’, see text), (3) v-shaped call from the Veery fledgling vocal

repertoire shown for comparison (from Heckscher 2007), and (4) a comparable call (recorded by Paul Driver in Jun 2012)

from a Wood Thrush fledgling.
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offspring, nor interspecific parental care at a wild
nest of a Veery, have been reported.

Shy (1982) classified reports of interspecific
parental care according to proximate, non-mutu-
ally-exclusive causes: (1) the nest contained
offspring from both species (i.e., a mixed brood),
(2) the helper’s own nest was destroyed, (3)
the helper’s nest was in close proximity to the
recipient nest, (4) the helper was attracted to
the recipient nest by nestling vocalizations, (5) the
recipient offspring were orphaned and later
adopted by the helper, (6) the helper (male) fed
the recipient offspring while his mate incubated,
(7) the helper was unmated, (8) some other reason
– the largest category, representing 26.5% of total
cases. Although we cannot rule out all of the
above proximate causes for the Wood Thrush’s
behavior, we do not believe the nest contained
Wood Thrush young (i.e., mixed brood) or
hybrids for the following reasons: (1) two of the
four young, including the runt that was dispro-
portionately provisioned by the Wood Thrush,
emitted the v-shaped call characteristic of Veeries
at the time of fledging, whereas the fledgling

Wood Thrush call is a rapid single-syllable chip
(Fig. 1; Evans et al. 2011), and (2) we have
observed hundreds of Veery nestlings since the
implementation of this long-term study, and there
was no discernible departure from typical plum-
age of Veery nestlings among this brood.

At our study site, the nests of some female
Veeries are attended by multiple male Veeries,
and males may feed at multiple nests in a single
season, each attended by a different female
(Halley and Heckscher 2012). In this system,
some female Veeries may benefit by augmented
parental support, and perhaps by securing insur-
ance against desertion from polygamous males,
while males may benefit by maximizing the
number of young they sire. In the polygynandrous
Dunnock (Prunella modularis), females recruit
multiple males by copulating with them (Davies
1985, 1986) and males of the polygynandrous
Alpine Accentor (Prunella collaris) will only
attend nests if they have copulated with the
female owner (Nakamura 1998a, b). Similar
behavior is reported for other species that practice
cooperative polyandry (e.g., Tasmanian Native-hen

FIG. 2. Total number of trips for each of five 3-hr video sessions (I–V) at a nest of the Veery (Catharus fuscescens) that

was attended by two conspecifics and a Wood Thrush (Hylocichla mustelina) in Delaware. Sessions I–IV were initiated at

1030 EDT and session V was initiated at 1630.
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[Tribonyx mortierii], Maynard Smith and Ridpath

1972; Galapagos Hawk [Buteo galapagoensis]

Faaborg et al. 1980; Purple Swamphen [Por-

phyrio p. melanotus] Craig 1980). We do not

know whether female Veeries recruit helpers in

this manner, but if they do, the interspecific

parental behavior documented in this study may

be the consequence of a female Veery inadver-

tently recruiting a Wood Thrush rather than a

second Veery. Thus, the Wood Thrush’s parental

investment might be the normal reaction of a

male that has copulated with a receptive female,

albeit one of a different species. Although the

two species differ in some key behavioral traits

such as breeding phenology and the use of vocal

repertoires (e.g., Brown and Roth 2002,

Heckscher 2007), various phenotypic similarities

such as morphology and shared postural displays

(Dilger 1956, Winker and Rappole 1988) may

render the Wood Thrush susceptible to sexual

solicitation by a Veery. If so, the interspecific

parental behavior exhibited here might be a

consequence of the normal adaptive behavior of

the recipient species.

Shy’s (1982) proximate causes were considered

environmental stimuli that may have induced non-

adaptive behavior in the heterospecific helper.

Notably, Shy (1982) did not suggest that the adult

behavior of the recipient species might be a

proximate mechanism leading to interspecific

parental care. In light of the copulation event

and the significant parental care exhibited by the

Wood Thrush, we suggest that sexual solicitation

by the female Veery could have prompted the

interspecific helping behavior of the Wood

Thrush. Future study of breeding behavior in the

Veery and its polygynandrous congener Bick-

nell’s Thrush (C. bicknelli; Goetz et al. 2003) may

clarify the means by which females of these

secretive species recruit multiple male feeders,

and allow for a more robust assessment of our

hypothesis.
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FIG. 4. Still images from a video recording of a Veery

(Catharus fuscescens) nest in Delaware attended by a Wood

Thrush (Hylocichla mustelina): (a) the Wood Thrush at the

nest just after food delivery, and (b) the Wood Thrush

mounting the female Veery.
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