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BRITISH COLUMBIA RECORD OF A 
BROWN-HEADED COWBIRD EGG IN A 
SPOTTED SANDPIPER NEST

Chris Siddle

6131 Silver Star Road, Vernon, BC V1B 3P3

 The Brown-headed Cowbird (Molothrus ater) is 
a “brood parasite”, laying its eggs in the nests of host 
species for the surrogate parent to hatch and rear as 
its own. This species has been known to “parasitize” 
over 220 species of North American birds but only 
144 of these hosts have actually been recorded to 
successfully raise cowbird young (Friedmann 1963, 
Friedmann et al. 1977, Lowther 1993). Usually the 
host species is a small passerine with an incubation 
period of about two weeks with altricial nestlings that 
require constant feeding by parents from hatching to 
fledging. 
 Occasionally a female Brown-headed Cowbird 
will deposit an egg in the nest of an unsuitable 
host, like a Tree Swallow (Tachycineta bicolor) 
(Mills 1988), Marsh Wren (Cistothorus palustris) 
(Picman 1986), or even a Spotted Sandpiper (Actitis 
macularia) (Oring et al. 1997). While the possibility 
exists that the first two species may rear a cowbird it 
is unlikely the sandpiper could because their young 
are precocial and are able to feed themselves soon 
after hatching. 
 On 6 June 1984, at the northwestern corner of 
Beatton Provincial Park on Charlie Lake, about 6 km 
north of Fort St. John, British Columbia, I flushed 
an adult Spotted Sandpiper from the upper beach 
at the edge of a young trembling aspen (Populus 
tremuloides) forest. I was able to easily find the 
sandpiper’s nest which was a small depression amid 
sparse weeds. The nest contained three sandpiper 
eggs and to my surprise a much smaller Brown-
headed Cowbird egg (Figure 1). The four eggs were 
warm. Clearly the sandpiper had been incubating all 
of them. Since I didn’t revisit the area until a month 
later, I was unable to determine the outcome of this 
unusual encounter. I should mention that the Brown-
headed Cowbird is a very common species in Beatton 
Park each year.
 This discovery is the second record for British 

Columbia (see Campbell et al. 2001). The incidence 
of finding an egg of the Brown-headed Cowbird in 
the nest of a Spotted Sandpiper is extremely rare 
and has only been reported on two other occasions 
in North America, both in Minnesota (Oring et al. 
1997).
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Figure 1. Spotted Sandpiper nest containing a single, 
much smaller egg, of a Brown-headed Cowbird at 
Beatton Park, BC. 6 June 1984 (Chris Siddle). BC 
Photo 3678.
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FIRST NESTING RECORD FOR AMERICAN 
COOT ON CORTES ISLAND, BRITISH 
COLUMBIA

Christian W. Gronau

Swamps Edge, Whaletown, BC V0P 1Z0 

 Ever since my wife Aileen and I moved to 
Swamp’s Edge on Cortes Island, British Columbia 
in 1978 American Coots (Fulica americana) have 
been a familiar presence in the Beaver (Castor 
canadensis) pond that occupies the center of our 
property. Indeed, during our very first year, we 
were amazed by an uncommonly bold individual, 
we flippantly named “Flipper”, who would exit the 
water and literally attack us, demanding to be fed! 

(Figure 1). We concluded that this coot must have 
strayed off its usual paths somewhere on the south 
coast where it had become habituated to human 
presence and blundered into the relative wilderness 
of Cortes Island, expecting to be treated by people in 
the accustomed way.

 Since those early days, a single coot has been a 
regular feature of autumn at Swamp’s Edge, where 
it would hang around until the first freeze-up drove 
it away. All this changed on 23 April 2007, when 
one individual provided us with our first spring time 
record. After about a week of exploring the pond, this 
bird constructed a floating nest platform, anchored 
at the edge of a large patch of the emergent aquatic 
plant Scirpus lacustris (also known as common tule 
and hardstem bulrush) in plain view of our house. 
The entries in our journal for the next days and weeks 

Figure 1. The author with “Flipper”, the bold and 
aggressive American Coot, at Swamp’s Edge on 
Cortes Island, BC. Winter 1978 (Aileen C. Douglas). 
BC Photo 3659a. 
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