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Nesting Notes on the Mistletoe-bird 
By R. T. LITTLEJOHNS, Melbourne, Vic. 

Since a first memorable experience of it, with Mr. S. A. 
Lawrence, some years ago, the writer has been strongly 
attracted by the MistIetoe-bird (Dicxum hirundinacmm) . 
The remarkable felt-like nest never ceases to be an object 
of wonder and the high-pitched notes of the species in nest- 
ing time always call for investigation. The discovery of 
the nest of the tiny bird is, I think, a thrill for any bird-man. 

During the 1942 season I spent much time in search of 
Mistletoe-birds' nests a t  Glen Waverley, Vic., the special 
reason being a desire to obtain Kodachrome natural-colour 
pictures of the brilliantly-coloured male. Three nests were 
discovered in that area, one or two after many hours of 
painstaking investigation. All, however, were high above 
the ground in difficult situations. Their height accounted 
for much of the difficulty in locating them. 
Late in  January, 1943, a trip w m  made to heathy country 

beyond Frankston where, in earlier years, nests had been 
often found in low bushes. The day chosen for the initial 
search (January 31) was the hottest day of the season, the 
shade temperature reaching 107 degrees. Two separate 
pairs of Mistletoe-birds were heard and in about an hour 
one pair had been traced to a nest built in an Acacia bush 
at a height of about four feet. The nest, which contained 
three well-fledged young, was in such an exposed position 
that the sun beat on it relentlessly fox most of the day. 
The distress of the young birds 'was evident and the female 
bird spent much time in the nest spread above the chicks in 
such a way as to shelter them from the direct rays of the 
sun, though her presence there must have almost smothered 
them. In order to protect the young birds further I stood 
throughout much of the day hoIding a leafy branch above 
the nest. 
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Almost before the camera had been set up eighteen inches 

from the nest, the female had cepsed to show any fear. The 
male, however, though heard in the vicinity, did not come 
near. During two whoIe days, i n  fact, he visited the nest 
only three times. The female was one of the most engaging 
subjects met with in many years. It was impossible t o  keep 
her away and on many occasions she was moved by hand 
from an unsatisfactory to a suitable position as she dung 
to the front of the nest. She was entirely unaffected by 
handling. 

On the following day the young birds scrambled from 
the nest whilst the camera was being focussed and they 
could not be induced to remain there ,when replaced. They 
were then placed in a cardboard, box covered with fine net. 
After a few futile visits to the nest the fernaIe discovered 
their new position but nevertheless she returned occasionaIly 
throughout the day to look for them in the nest. Usually, 
however, she.fl ew directly to the box and at each visit one 
of the young birds was taken in the hand and held there 
while she fed it. Once in about every ~ i x  visits she brought 
insects but at other times one, two, or even three, mistletoe 
seeds. 

After some hours the frequent removal of the young birds 
for feding  bwame irksome and their presentation to the 
adult was delayed on some occasions. When that happened 
the bird would seek out my hand, even if it were some feet 
away from the box. She would thrust her head into the half- 
closed hand and, on a few mcasions, even left the serving 
of mistletoe seeds there and flew off, apparently quite satis- 
fied that she had delivered her offering satisfactorily. The 
return of the adult to the nest, even after it had been 
vacated for some houra, and the leaving of the food where 
she had been accustomed to find a young bird, may shed 
somd interesting light on the limitations of the bird mind. 

The most interesting aspect of the life history of the 
Mistletoe-bird, however, appears to me to be the complete- 
ness of the partnership between the bird and the mistletoe 
plant. One has hut to examine the trees, both large and 
small, in the vicinity of a nest of the species to realize to 
what extent the mistletoe is spread through the agency of 
the tiny bird. Everywhere within a fairly wide radius the 
seeds will be found adhering to branches and to  twigs. A 
week or two after the nest has been vacated almost every 
one of these aeeds will be found to have sent out a root 
which has entered the bark of the host. Other birds feed 
on the mistletoe seeda, certainly, but no other, I think, does 
so to  the same extent as the Mistletoe-bird. Furthermore 
after passing through the digestive organs of other birds 
the seeds are dropped clear of the branch or twig upon 
which the bird is perched. A very small percentage may 




