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CONFUSING CUCKOO

Jan Wyllie, research officer,
Institute of Terrestrial Lcology

Yhat could be a more familiar sound of spring than the call
of the cuckoo? Yet how often have you seen the bird? Secre-
tive and skulking, the cuckoo's anti-social habits are still
a mystery. Jan Wyllie discusses its ability to mimic the
eggs of its host,

When I was a boy, finding birds' nests was high on my list

of summer activities, but in all the nests I found, I never
came across one containing a cuckoo's egg. In fact, it was
difficult even to see a cuckco in the wooded countryside of
Buckinghamshire, let alon2 find its egg. Yet the egg—-cabinets
in London's Natural History Museum abounded with them, show-
ing a diversity of colour and pattern unequalled ~ 7 any <faer
British bird., There I could see the close similarity in size
and colour of most cuckoo eggs to those of their respective
hosts, and get an impression of the wide variety of species
parasitimad, (Cuckoo eggs have been found in nests of over
100 different songbirds rarging in size from the tiny gold-
crest to the blackbird, although only about a cozen species
are regular victims . )

/7

The majority of cuckco eggs are found purely by accident,

but a few of the earlier egg-collectors deliberately searched
for them. Among them was Zdgar Chance who spent several

years in the 1920s studyving cuckoos, His painstaking efforts,
described in his boolr "Cuckoo's Secret", led to several im--
portant discoveries about the egg-laving behaviour of this bird.

" Chance found, that one particular female always laid charac-
teristically markxed eggs and, instead of laving at random in
any nest, she almost zlways selected nests of Jjust one species -~
the meadow pipit. In five years this bird laid 90 eggs -~ of
which only three were laid in nests of other species -~ twice
in tree pipit's and once in a skylark's. Chance robbed the
pipit nests to force the birds to relay, thus artificially
providing his cuckoo with an opportunityv to lay more coggs
than usual, In one season this bird laid a record 25 ~ggs,
¢nch one in the afternoon on alternate days into different
host nests,

The cuckoo found the nests by watching its hosts build,
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Pazifischen U7 vidlicoir s Ctdgkeit entstanden. ihre
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Fndemismon aus.
Galapagos Schutuzmissr:
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