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In some spe-
cies, the high-
er the popula-

tion density,
the more like-

ly cheating
among mates
will occur.
Cliff swallows
are among the
bird species
that mix up
the gene pool
with reckless
abandon.

)

BOB DUCHESNE

Secret lives of polygamous
partridges, other dirty birds

Right now, there are a lot of
baby birds calling the wrong
adult “Daddy.” It turns out
that infidelity among mated
pairs of birds produces a fam-
ily tree that
looks more
like a bram-
ble bush. For
some  spe-
cies, a nest
with six eggs
harbors the
offspring of

six different BOB
fathers. It’s a w

jungle out
there.
About 90

percent of bird species pro-
duce young the old-fashioned
way. They form pair bonds,
and both parents raise the
chicks. However, within those
bonds, a considerable amount
of straying occurs. For the spe-
cies, that tends to mix up the
gene pool in beneficial ways.
It’s not bad for the individual
female. No matter what hap-
pens, she’s certain to be pass-
ing along her genes. But what
about the cuckolded male?

It’s a tradeoff. Most males
expend a considerable amount
of energy protecting a territo-
ry. They sing a lot. Somebody
— probably an overworked
grad student desperately try-
ing to finish his thesis — actu-
ally kept count of how many
times a red-eyed vireo sang in
a single day. The equally over-
worked vireo sang more than
20,000 times.

Males also expend energy
chasing intruders. Some
males even follow their mates
around to ensure no hanky-
panky takes place. This strat-
egy is ultimately exhausting.
Most males are content to be-
lieve the majority of offspring
in the nest are theirs, rather
than ensuring 100 percent ex-
clusivity but keeling over
dead in the process.

Of course, it works the
other way, too. A male’s pur-
suit of multiple females re-

quires a lot of stamina — not
to mention sneakiness. This
takes energy away from rais-
ing one’s own brood. Too
much philandering and too
little parenting can seriously
reduce the chances of passing
on your genes. Thus nature
settles into a balance where
the gene pool gets mixed up a
little, but most of the chicks
being raised in any given nest
belong to “Dad.”

There is another hypothe-
sis, too — one that was actual-
ly researched in the mid-1990s.
The theory suggests that fe-
males voluntarily limit their
extramarital activities, be-
cause too many odd eggs in
the nest may diminish their
mate’s interest in raising the
brood. Subsequent research
six years later suggested that
the more it was necessary for
the father to provide food, the
less likely the female would
stray. To date, the only thing
that has been fully proven is
that you can get grant funding
for any research project that
involves sex.

In some species, the higher
the population density, the
more likely cheating will
occur. Opportunity is close
and quick. Some colonial nest-
ers, such as bank swallows
and cliff swallows, mix up the
gene pool with reckless aban-
don.

The Nelson’s sparrow
breeds in Maine’s salt marsh-
es. Hidden down there in the
wet grass, it’s just about im-
possible to prevent a mate
from philandering, so the
birds don’t even try. Males
just wander around the grass-
es, singing to attract a female,
coupling when they get the
chance, then wandering off.
With so little certainty about
whose kids are whose, the
males play no role in raising
the brood.

The Bicknell’s thrush
breeds on Maine’s tallest
mountains. They also couple
indiscriminately. But in this

case, they form a hippie com-
mune. Because their Kids
could be in any nest, all the
males bring food to all the
nests.

On the whole, it breaks
down like this: About 2 per-
cent of birds practice polygy-
ny, where males mate with
multiple females, but females
mate with only one male.
Males display all spring, hop-
ing to bring in as many mates
as possible. It is then up to in-
dividual females to raise the
broods alone. Maine’s spruce
grouse and ruffed grouse —
often called partridge — do
this. So do marsh wrens and
red-winged blackbirds.

About 1 percent of birds
practice polyandry, where fe-
males mate with multiple
males and lay multiple clutch-
es. The males have to raise
their broods alone. Maine’s
spotted sandpipers do this. So
do the red and red-necked
phalaropes that swarm in the
Gulf of Maine in autumn.

About 6 percent are totally
promiscuous. Conversely,
some species appear to be to-
tally faithful. Larger birds, es-
pecially raptors, need to col-
laborate to feed and nurture
their young. This in turn re-
quires strong pair bonds be-
tween the parents. It takes a
lot of effort to raise an eaglet.

In the final analysis, I'd bet
that many bird pairs remain
faithful. For some males,
cheating is not worth the
stress. For females, cheating
just encourages unwanted at-
tention. After dealing with the
kids all day, they just want to
curl up with a glass of wine
and a good book.

Bob Duchesne serves as
vice president of Maine
Audubon’s Penobscot Valley
Chapter. He developed the
Maine Birding Trail, with in-
formation at mainebirding-
trail.com. He can be reached
at duchesne@midmaine.
com.

Things to Do
Outdoors

AUBURN — Androscoggin
Land Trust Great Falls
Boats 'n’ Brews River
Race, 9:30 a.m. Saturday,
June 25, Auburn Public
Boat Launch behind Festi-
val Plaza. $30, $15 chil-
dren 12 and under. andro-
scogginlandtrust.org,
info @ androscogginland-
trust or 782-2302.

BANGOR — Bangor Land
Trust’s July wildflower
walk, led by Clare Cole, at
10 a.m. Saturday, July 9,
at North Penjajawock For-
est, will focus on how
many types of wildflowers
can be found.

BELFAST — Destination
Wellness Series, noon-1
p.m. Monday, June 27, at
Belfast Free Library, 106
High St. Presenters Paula
Jackson Jones and
Angele Rice, co-founders
of Midcoast Lyme Dis-
ease Support and Educa-
tion, on how to safely
enjoy Maine outdoors.
midcoastlymedis-
easesupedu @ gmail.com
or midcoastlymedis-
easesupport.blogspot.
com.

COLD STREAM LAKE —
Penobscot Valley High
School Class of 2017
Bass Derby on Cold
Stream Pond, 5:30 a.m.-6
p-m. Saturday, June 25,
with the weigh-in at Gary
Stover Beach (old fish
hatchery-boat landing), on
Cold Stream. Benefits
Project Graduation and
assists in removing inva-
sive species of bass from
lake. Tickets are $1 each
or $5 book of six. Cash

prizes awarded. Food
concession open all day
at weigh-in station. Tickets
available at the conces-
sion, Thompson’s Hard-
ware, from any Penobscot
Valley High School senior
or by calling 290-4784.

DEDHAM — Tyke hikes
with farm and sanctuary
steward Gail VanWart,
10-11 a.m. Saturdays,
June, July and August,
Peaked Mountain Farm, 6
Ellerys Lane. Children
must be accompanied by
adult. Experience nature,
do a craft, hear a story.
Indoor activities if the
weather is inclement. $3,
free to children.

DEDHAM — Nature photog-
raphy workshop with Matt
Adams, 10 a.m.-noon Sun-
day, June 26, Peaked
Mountain Farm, 6 Ellerys
Lane. Participants will have
the best of their photo-
graphs featured in 2017
Peaked Mountain Farm
and Pollinator Sanctuary
published in September.
$80, includes copy of 2017
calendar. Advance registra-
tion required. 249-5002 or
peakedmtfarm @aol.com.

FREEPORT — Angler
Crazy Alberto Knie reveal-
ing best kept secrets on
how to catch big fish, 7-8
p.m. Friday, June 24, LL
Bean, 95 Main St. 800-
441-5713.

GREENVILLE — Friends of
Wilson Pond Area photo
contest in celebration of its
25th anniversary as a land
trust. Rules and informa-
tion at fowpa.org. Prizes
include dinner for two at
West Branch Pond
Camps, tickets for two for
a Katahdin Rock and Roll

Cruise, and Indian Hill
Trading Post $50 gift cer-
tificate. Deadline for photo
submissions Sept. 1.

ORLAND — Covenant
Community Land Trust’s
annual potluck dinner and
meeting, 5:30 p.m. Thurs-
day, June 30, Bald Moun-
tain Community Center,
1287 Bald Mountain Road.
CCLT has been creating
cooperative communities
and protecting natural
resources since 1978. All
welcome. mainecclt@
gmail.com; 619-2246.

SEARS ISLAND — Guided
beach walk with University
of Maine School of Marine
Sciences biologist Sara
Lindsay 10 a.m.-noon
Monday, June 27, Sears
Island. Free and open to
all. Park along the cause-
way at end of road; meet
at kiosk near island gate.
Wear footwear you don’t
mind getting wet, clothing
suitable for weather and
insects. Bring water,
snack, insect repellent. No
pets. For more informa-
tion, friendsofsearsisland.
org, facebook.com/friend-
sofsearsisland or Ashley,
975-3878.

WHITING — Downeast
Coastal Conservancy
group paddle on the
Orange River, 5 p.m.
Tuesday, July 5. Meet at
Orange River Landing.
Bring a canoe or kayak,
paddles and PFD, sun
and bug protection, water
and a snack. 255-4500 or
info @downeastcoastalc-
onservancy.org.

For a complete listing of
calendar items or to submit
your event, visit www.ban-
gordailynews.com.
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