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~ Migration .2l..Blue Jays Along Offshore

~ississippi and Louisiana Islands

By K. A. McGraw, Melford R. Smith, Wm. D. Burke,
and Gordon Gunter

Gulf Coast Research Laboratory
Ocean Springs, Mississippi
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From October 10 to October 16, 1972, continual groups of
blue jays (Cyanocitta cristata) were observed in flight along
Petit Bois I;land, Mississippi and Dauphin Island, Alabama.

Flocks were generally composed of about 100 individual
jays and apparently included no other passerines. During this
period of time several thousands of jays transported them 
selves in a westerly direction along these islands enclosing
Mississippi Sound. These islands lie roughly 10 miles off
shore from the mainland and are ,separated by about 4 miles
of open water.

Dead blue jays were to be found in the swash line of the
Sound side of both islands. Counts of these bodies indicated
densities in excess of 1500 birds per mile. The decomposed
state of these dead individuals suggest that these flights
might have commenced as much as a week earlier than our act
ual observations.

Observations were not made along the remaining islands
during this period of time, however, interviews with commer
cial and sport fishermen disclose that this phenomenon occur
red as far south and as far west as the Chandeleur Islands in
Louisiana. Two accounts describe fatigued jays as resting in
the riggings of boats quite distant from any landfall.

Although one account which appeared in the October 16 ,
1972 Mobile Register described gulls attacking migrating jays
along Dauphin Island, we have not personally observed such
conflicts.

This mass migration is a very strange occurrence and, as
far as can be ascertained, has no precedent. The birds evi 
dently headed out over open water with no apparent destination

,and many fell into the water and drowned, being too fatigued
to continue. Some unsubstantiated reports from oil rig work-
ers off the Louisiana coast indicate that numerous blue jays !'

were perched on the oil rigs during the migration period. 1
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The reason for this abnormal behavior of the blue jays
is not known and can only be conjectured at the present time.

First Record ~ the Red Crossbill In Mississippi

By Jerome A. Jackson
Department of Zoology

of Mississippi State University
ong Mississippi State J Mississippi 39762

On 29 October 1972 I found a freshly killed Red Crossbill
1 (~ curvirostra) in the middle of a gravel road near the
his headquarters of Noxubee National Wildlife Refuge. The speci

men was found in Winston CountYJ just west of the Noxubee-Win-
ng ston county line. The bird was prepared as a study skin and
f- is catalogued as skin number 676 in the ornithological collec

tions at Mississippi State University. An automobile accident
prevented us from searching for additional crossbills immed
iatelyJand we have found none on subsequent trips to the area.

the
ted This specimen ,a male (tes tes: 1. 5 x 2.0 rom) J was moder-
~d ately fat and weighed 37.9 grams. The skull is incompletely

ossified, suggesting that the bird was less than one year old.
t- Seeds of loblolly pine filled the bird's crop.

Crossbills breed in many areas in the northern half of
North America and also in mountainous areas of more southern

r- latitudes. Populations of these birds have become adapted to
lr- the conditions of their breeding environment to the extent
in that ornithologists (e.g., Griscom, 1937; Bent J 1968) dis tin-
in guish different races on the basis of differences in wing

length; bill length Jand bill depth. Our specimen J with a
wing length of 95 mm, bill length of 16.6 mm, and bill depth
of 10.2 rom, most closely resembles Bent's Crossbill (Loxia

l.Ys curviros tra benti) (Bent, 1968). This race normally breeds
in the pine hills of southeastern Montana J eastern Wyoming J
western North and South DakotaJand the Rocky Mountain region
of Colorado. Bent reports the accidental occurrence of this

as race as far east as Tennessee.

:ion This is apparently the firs t record of the Red Crossbill
~d from Mississippi. The species has been reported on at least
~k- one occasion from Louisiana (Lowery, 1960) and is uncommon in
'S Alabama J though it has possibly nested in the mountainous

areas of the northeast (Imhof J 1962).



The mainstay of the diet of Red Crossbills is pine seeds.
When the pine cone crop fails within the normal range of the
species(as it did this past year (Max Thompson, pers. comm.),
the birds irrupt erratically into areas where food is more
abundant. Mississippians should be on the lookout for this
wanderer from the north.Crossbills normally occur in flocks
and are not particularly shy. They may be spending the win
ter with us in other parts of the state.
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An Observation of a Least Tern Laying ~~

Jerome A. Jackson
Department of Zoology

Mississippi State University
Mississippi State, Mississippi 39762

On 7 May 1972, while observing shorebirds on the beach
at Gulfport, Harrison County, Mississippi, several students
in my ornithology class and I had the rare opportunity to see
a wild bird lay an egg. At 11:30 AM (CDT) we found a Least
Tern (Sterna albifrons)that appeared to be sitting on a nest.
As we approached the bird it flew from a shallow, empty de 
pression in the sand and hovered, giving alarm notes about 20
feet from our party. This bird was then joined by a second
which was carrying a small fish in its beak. Both birds land
ed on the sand facing into the wind, the second bird slightly

. behind and about a foot away from the first. While we watch
ed, the first bird fluffed the feathers on her lower abdomen
and laid an egg. She laid the egg from a standing position,
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Is. a posture that appeared no different from that of the second
:he bird. Immediately after the egg was laid both birds flew to
.)~ the depression that presumably was the nest site.

Previous nest records for the Least Tern on the Missis
sippi Gulf Coast include an early egg date of 13 May (1962 ~

l- Pascagoula~ Jackson Co.) (Gandy and Turcotte~ 1970). Imhof
(1962) records an early egg date of 12 May for Alabama~while

Oberholser (1938) reports 23 Mayas the earliest Least Tern
eggs had been found in Louisiana. The earliest egg date re
corded by Bent (1921) for the Least Tern is 3 May; this is a

l- Florida record.
ld

The egg~ which was immediately abandoned~ is now in the
ornithological collection of the Department of Zoology~ Mis-

.1. sissippi State University~ Mississippi State~ Mississippi.
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An evening grosbeak bearing band No. 74-133-778 flew in
to a window at a feeder~ was temporarily stunned and released

ee on January 26, 1973. Mrs. Thomas H. Blake~ 1736 St. Ann St.~

Jackson~ Ms. 39202 reported the band recovery. The first eve-
t. ning grosbeaks appeared at her feeder on January 7 and the

high count was forty on January 14, 1973.
20
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ly
h-
n



Page 6 THE MISSISSIPPI KITE

Observations at a Nest of a Giant Canada Goose at

Noxubee National Wildlife Refuge

By

E. A. Truett, III
202 Poplar Heights
Oxford, Ms. 38655

INTRODUCTION:

and
J. A. Bailey
Route 1, Box 119
Oxford, Ms. 38655

Resident Giant Canada geese (Branta canadensis maxima)
have been seen nesting on Noxubee Refuge in the past, but to
the authors' knowledge, no migratory Canadas breed there. On
April 14, 1972, a Giant Canada goose was seen nesting on the
south edge of Doyle Arm (see enclosed map). On April 28, we
went to the nest site to observe the actions of the hen and
gander. This pair is almost certainly offspring of the resi
dent geese that were introduced on the refuge several years
ago. The total time of incubation up to the day of observa
tion is not known, but we estimate a period of three weeks.

OBSERVATIONS:

We arrived at the nesting site by boat at 9:00 A.M.,
positioning ourselves about 35 feet south of the nest at
point A as shown in Figure 1. The day was overcast with
a brisk wind from the southwest. The female Canada goose
was settled on her nest at this time remaining motionless
as the boat approached and came to shore. Her head and neck
were outstretched pointing groundward and resting on the edge
of the nest. As we watched her, she watched us.

The nest stood approximately four inches high with an
outside edge to edge diameter of two and one-half feet. It
was oval in shape and was composed of small sticks and a dried
broom sedge type of material. The edge of the water was 20
feet from the nesting site. Three scrub-like bushes about
three feet high bordered the nest to the east, and a small
trail led between these from the nest to the water. A large
area of marsh grass and brush stood to the wes t of the nes t.

As we made notes on the nesting habitat, the head of
another Canada appeared above the marsh grass at 9:10 A.M.
approximately 200 feet southwest of the nest site. We thought
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this goose to be the male as it slowly moved north toward the
nest in a circling manner observing us at the same time. This
goose moved from point B in Figure 1 to the edge of the water
near point C. It waded and swam in this area for an hour and
one-half .
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At 10:00 A.M. the hen stood up over her eggs to prod and
roll them. After five minutes of this activity, she sat back
down on the nest with head upraised. Shortly thereafter, we
shifted our boat position and moved north and to the west
around the projecting point of land as shown on the map. We
hoped to get a closer look at the supposed gander. This goose
continued to swim and wade paying little attention to us.Then,
at 11: 00 A.M., the "male" swam east and around the point to
the nesting site. Both geese were out of our view at this
time as we heard one goose call a few times. In the next few
minutes we watched both Canadas walk from the nesting site to
point C and then swim out into the water. We were approxim 
ately 100 feet from the geese at this time and definitely de
cided that they were a mated pair. One of the geese kept ruf
fling its wings, dipping its head, and otherwise seemed to be
stretching; we assumed this activity as customary in the fe
male after long periods of incubation.

While both geese were away from the nest, we decided to
shift our position again back to the nest site so that the
number of eggs could be counted. As we eased up to shore
just in front of the nest, one of us got out of the boat to
peer in the nest. At that instant one of the geese, probably
the gander, began to "honk",and both geese flew from point C
to point D as illustrated by Figure 1. They flew just barely
over our heads landing in water not 30 feet from us. Close ex
amination of the nest revealed that the hen had left the eggs
mostly covered with down. One egg was entirely visible as were
parts of two others. We didn't touch the nest, but from the
space occupied by the visible eggs, we estimate the cluth
size at four to five eggs. After quickly inspecting the nest,
we moved the boat back to the original observation point.

During this time, both birds swam up and down impatient
ly in front of the nest. The gander showed his displeasure
by honking nervously. The hen came up on shore three times
as if going to the nest, but changed her mind and went back

. to the water each time .. At this close range, we could detect
physical differences in the two birds. The male was the larg
er of the two and had a long,slender neck. The smaller female
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had a shorter, thicker neck and made no sounds. Only the gan
der honked and babbled. At 11:15 A.M., the hen jumped up on a
nearby stump as shown in Figure 1 at D. She stood there only
20 feet away from us preening her breast feathers.She would d~

her head into the water and preen as if trying to wet these
feathers. At 11:20 A.M., she moved back into the water, dunk
ed her head a few times, and then climbed onto the stump again
to continue preening. The male sat calmly in the water a few
feet from here overseeing the entire performance; he preened
himself and cackled a few times.

At 11:30 A.M. the hen slid off the stump and swam 15 feet
to land. She then cautiously walked up to the nest along the
previously mentioned trail. After watching the nest a few more
minutes, she moved halfway onto the eggs. The gander maintain
ed his same position in the water until the hen climbed onto
the nest.

At 11:45 A.M. four Canada geese flew over the nest site
heading south toward the goose pen; they appeared to sit down
in that area. These geese honked and cackled as they flew over.
The gander we had been watching then casually swam south to 
ward the goose pen.

The hen maintained her position on the nest until 3:00P.M
From 12 noon until this time, she stood up to prod the eggs
only once. This incident occurred around 2:00 P.M. Then at
3:00 P.M. we saw the gander of the nesting pair flying north
toward the nest site from the direction of the goose pen. He
landed in the area of Point C. After swimming a few minutes,
the male honked; the female promptly walked off the nest at
3:10 P.M., swimming around to him at point C. She preened,
stretched and dipped her head as earlier in the day.At 3:40PM
they swam together back toward the nest. The male appeared
to be "walking her home" as he dropped her off at the nest.
The hen stood over the eggs for a few minutes and sat down
over them with head and neck outstretched at 3:45 P.M. The
gander then continued to swim around in the Arm. The hen re
mained motionless on the nest and constantly watched us. At
5:00 P.M. we left the observation point.

DISCUSSION:

t In determining whether or not the nesting pair we observ-
~- ed behaved in a similar fashion to other Canada geese nesting
~ farther north, we referred to a paper written on the nesting
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habits of 141 pairs of Canada geese at the Bright Land Farm in
Cook County, Illinois. We found that these geese lay on the
average of four to six eggs a season depending on the age of
the nesting pair. Canada geese mate for life, and as the pair
grows older more eggs are laid per season (Kossack, 1950.
American Midland Naturalist, 43: 627-649) •. Kossack also found
that average nest size was 27" X 31" X 4" and that nest size
also increases with age of the pair. The nest we observed was
of similar dimensions. Our observations differ in that Kossack
found that nests were usually seven feet from the edge of the
water and that the male often stood vigil over the nest from
seven to 20 feet away. The nest we observed was about 20 feet
from water, and the male we watched ranged from several hund 
red feet to 15 feet from the nest.

Kossack also noted that both male and female defend
their territory. After incubation begins,themaleassumes an
offensive role in protecting the nest, and the female takes on
a defensive role. These observations were quite similar to
ours in that the male vocally displayed his displeasure at in
truders, whereas the female made no sounds. He also noticed
that it is common for an incubating Canada upon observing an
intruder to settle deep in the nest with head and neck out ~

stretched and flat against the ground or side of nest to make
herself as inconspicuous as possible. Our observations were
exactly the same in this respect.

Other similarities in the incubation habits were that
the female usually faces a strong wind and will stand up to
roll the eggs and stretch at 50 minute intervals. Kossack
also stated that the hen will use her bill to cover the eggs
wi th down every time she leaves it. Our observations showed
the same movements and activities,yet Kossack noted that hens
do not leave the nest to feed and rest at any particular time.
We noticed a mid-morning and mid-afternoon rest session but
do not know if their schedule isa daily one.

One other observation similarity is that the hens Kos 
sack observed would stand over the nest dripping water off
their breasts onto the eggs after leaving the nest for a per
iod. We noticed a related act when the hen used water to
preen her breast feathers and then stood over the eggs for a
few minutes before sitting down. Kossack did not know if
this activity aided in hatching the eggs, but it would seem
that a high humidity could be maintained about the eggs dur
ing incubation.
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Based on limited observation we can conclude that Canada
geese nesting as far south as Mississippi are very similar in
their nesting behavior to geese breeding farther north. How
ever, it should be remembered that this observation was for
only one nest, whereas those of Kossack's were concluded from
several different nest observations.
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