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Some birds have oha:ngad nesting habits as tho country has 

settled up and man has moved in and built his houses and barns. The 

nest of the phoebe used to be in a niahe on some shelvins cliff, 

but now it is often found under the eaves of a house or on the beam 

of a barn or bridge. 

Two kinds of phoebes nest in the westerr states. The 

Say' s phoebe ha.a a brownish dress , red- brown bellf · and a dark-

oolored tail. It is a common resident in eastern Oregon and seo 

to prefer the more arid regions north and south to Mexico. The black 

phoebe lives more along the coastal. country from California to 

southern Oregon. It is easily distinguished by its black body and 

pure white color of the belly. 

The phoebe is tla pioneer of the flyoatohers. His life 

is spent in prospecting for insects. Hie game is to perch on the 

top of some stake or branch around the garden and always take his .. 
insect prey on the wing. When perched upon a post , he has a pe-

culiar inannerism. Hie tail bobs up and down and his wings quiver 

as he utters his :plaintive, "Pee-ael Pea-eel " henever an in-

seat appears the bird sweeps out in hot chase , the sharp oliok o_t 
~ .. '):)~ 

the bill announces the capture , a quick turn and he r~!PBB to 

the same perch. The birds of this family have no elaborate song 

but a few sharp chirps and a plaintive note. 

One day in eastern Oregon, while walking along undor tb3 

shelf of a hue;e cliff, I saw what looked like a handful of moss 

on the top of a little projecting rook. It was the neat of a Say• 8 
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phoebe, and for a lining the bird had collected soma stray bits of 
wool. The nest looked as if it had grown there. It was so,mueh 
in keeping with the mossy character of the rock that it likely 
would never have been noticed if the phoebe had not flitted off 
the nest as I appr oached. It was a real example of bird arch1-
teoture. The building material was so adapted to the surroundings. 
It looked like a product of nature. 

This pair of birds h~l.d retained the primitive habit of the 
species. Like some people who build a home in the woods, it was 
constructed to match the eurrouno.ings. A 11 ttle later I dis-
o~vered another pair of phoebes that had built a nest on a bracket 
under the porch of a farm house. Of course , this pair might have 
changed from the earlier habits of their race , because in the 
neighborhood of the cliffs they maJ have learned that cortain nat-
ural enemies were more likely to steal their eggs or young. The 
better protection under the eaves of a. · ranch housa may have en-
couraged them to change their customs. 

One spring while in California. I saw a black phoebe sit-
ting on a rose stake. In a moment ho flitted up under the eaves 
and sat on a. wire scanning one of the brackets. His tail was tilt-
ing in quiet excitement. He soemed to be looking for a home site , 
and the brackets under the eaves was the easiest place to build 
a nest. 

In a few days there we~e two phoebes flitting back and 
forth , and they soon began carrying mud and straws. But a pair of 
house finches or linnets also had a nest in a vine below. The 
phoebes were just beginning the walls of their home when there was 
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s dash or red and gr ay u.nd a whirl of black and white . I heard 
angry cries as a couple of feathers wavered down to the grass. What 
chance would the phoebes have with a pair of fighting linnets? 
Their pathetic, gentle notes were a. good indication, of their shy 

natures. 

Bef ore long, I knew the phoebes J.ad taken up another home 
site , for they staid away most of the day and · retur.md only in 
the evening to roost on the wire under the eaves. Then later , only 
one of them, which I took to be the male , came to spend the night 
and he always slept alone . 

,.. e were rather curious to know where the mother phoebe 
had her nest. We coul dn' t find out where the ma.lo v1ont in the morn-
ing ana. from where he came in the evening. Then one day while 
orossing through a small clump of trees , I saw a psoebe snap up a 
butterfly and flit over toward a deserted cabin. At the back just 
under the shelter of over-hanging shingles , the phoebes had plas-

. 
tered a mud nest very much after the pattern or a swallow' s home , 
and it was heaped up ful l and over- running with e. :family of five 
ohildran. 

The back of the cabin sloped do~n to a height of seven 
feet from the ground , and it was close up against a hill. We 
could stand on the slope and look right into the phoebe ' s nest . 
With the mud the phoebes had woven in straws, rootlets , o.nd horse-
hair to keap the structure from crumbling. Then tho cup was lined 
with soft grasses. 

It was amusing to 11ee how the phoebes had built. There 
ware five different placas where they had plastered some wads of 
mud on the wall . It seems th' t they had selected one apot VJhsn 
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they first started, and as all the boards looked very much alike , 

they got mixed in the location when they returned the first few 

times. They had not wasted much material . for after a fe~ trials 

they had the spot fixed in mind and both deposited mud on tho same 

board. It looked ~1s if they had stood off and thrown 11 ttle ba.lls 

of clay against the wall . for tho boards about the nest were cov-

ered with small splatters of mud. This likely came from the birds' 

shaking their bills and flipping the mud Off while building. 

Both the mother and father fed the naetlings. They often 

brought in butterflies which were fed wings and all to the children. 

Both parentc were dressed in the same colors , so it was really 

impossible to tell one from the other. However, the one we took 

to be the male seemed the tamer o:f the two. A nearby fence post 

was his favorite perch. He would jump into the air, glide close to 

the ground . snap ui> an insect . and \Vi th a graceful curve land back 

on the poet , teetering his loosely- jointed tail. He oeemed to talk 

as much with his tail as with his mouth, for it was always waeging. 

About a week after we found the phoebes' nest plastered 

to the side of the desorted cabin, I was sitting at tho window when 

I heard the bird I took to be the father calling excitedly in the 

back yard. I went out , and there he had two of the young phoebes , 
\ 

one on the clothes line nd one on the woodshed. He was trying 

hie best to tell them just what~ to do· and how to do it. soon he 

flew up to tho wire under the eaves and then back a.gain, telling 

his ohilclren that this was 1;he be at place to sleep. It took quite 

an amount of coaxing and scolding to get the babies up to tho roost. 

!I.he three were finally cuddled together on the wire. 
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