
Birds of a feather nest together
A nesting colony of passenger 
pigeons could cover several 
hundred square miles of 
forest, with hundreds of nests 
in each tree. The birds 
arranged their colonies in 
long, thin lines, to provide all 
the parents with easy access 
to their nests. Such crowded 
nesting areas protected 
chicks from predators. 
Unfortunately, the nests were 
easy pickings for hunters, 
who collected the fat squabs 
for market. 

Passenger pigeons paired up for 
a nesting season, laying one 
egg per year. Both parents 
tended their chick until it grew 
adult feathers, or fledged. 
But if disturbed by hunters, 
the parents would flee, leaving 
the young to learn how to fly 
on their own.

California condors also lay very few eggs. When poachers and 
pollution reduced their numbers, the population could not recover 
and the bird nearly went extinct. Captive breeding programs have 
begun reintroducing this species into the wild.

“Pigeons are very noisy 
 when building. 
  They make a sound 
   resembling the croaking 
     of wood frogs.”
        ―Richard Lydekker, naturalist 

Passenger pigeons built loosely constructed 
nests out of twigs and leaves, just enough to 
hold the weight of the parent and nestling.

Squabs got 
special food 
For the first three or four 
days after hatching, baby 
passenger pigeons were 
too small and weak to eat 
seeds and nuts. So their 
parents fed them “crop 
milk,” a nutritious 
substance secreted from 
their crop, a food-storing 
pouch in a bird’s throat. All 
pigeons feed their young 
this way.

    A mated pair of    
   pigeons would show   
  devotion and care to one   
 another by sharing their 
 crop milk. 
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       Helpless, immature    
  chicks, or  squabs, had a thick layer of 
gray down feathers to keep them warm and hide 
them from predators. They lost their camouflage 
colors as they grew adult flight feathers.


