The Caique in Captivity
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Black-bheaded Caiques (Pionites m. melanocephala). This

photo was printed in color on page 28, April/May ’90 issue.

PART Il

by Dr. George A. Smith
Broadway Veterinary Clinic
Peterborough, Great Britain

In my opinion, a tame caique
makes one of the very best of pet
parrots. I will not argue that they do
not have the majesty of macaws; the
“‘presence’’ of the Moluccan Cock-
atoo or the imitative ability of the
African Grey Parrot. But in sheer per-
sonality, they are supreme. Their
patchwork patterns of contrasting
pure colors (yellow, green, white,
orange and black), with no intermin-
gling of shades, makes them most
handsome harlequins. They are not
so big in body size and beak size to
frighten the timorous. Nor so small as
to make the owner fearful for their
safety. Indeed, they are exactly the
right size for a pet parrot.

When extremely tame, as they will
be after they have been hand-reared,
or if they are taken immediately after
weaning from the parents, they are
utterly fearless. The adjectives which
describe them are: exhibitionist, arro-
gant, charming, confiding and
macho. They are an active bird, but in
ways pleasing for a parrot. They walk,
jump and climb in preference to fly-
ing. Tame caiques positively enjoy
being touched or stroked. They love
taking tidbits. They are tough and

resilient enough to be able to with-
stand the inevitable knocks and bangs
caused by living in a domestic envi-
ronment. They are very curious and,
like cats, will explore such interesting
cavities as paper bags or open hand-
bags. Being residential birds, not
given to wandering, and with a
““home base’’ situated in a tree hol-
low, they prefer to roost under cover.
When night comes, they will literally
slink beneath the sheets, whether of
cloth material or newspaper, or make
use of a nestbox.

Further, when roosting, they do
not defecate overnight. This absolute
control they have over their bowels
allows us to house-train a caique. As
they are highly intelligent (and this
cannot be said of all parrots), and
because it is very obvious to any per-
ceptive owner, when they are going
to eliminate, bowel-training is fairly
simple to encourage. With the bird on
the hand, a small, portable receptacle
is gently placed under the tail. This
should be done in such a way as not
to alarm the bird. This should be
done when it appears to be about to
void its first “‘stool”” of the morning,
which it will do within less than half
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an hour after it wakes.

As it eliminates into the container,
it should be rewarded with a caress
and a tidbit. And, most important,
this should be done with an accompa-
nying word of encouragement. It will
learn, if this word, or some other
signal is invariably repeated as it
begins to prepare to defecate, to do
this on command. Such a trained bird
can fly on its own accord to its
“‘potty’’ Although I have read some-
where that birds have no control of
their bowel system, this ability to
retain a ‘“‘motion’’ and defecate under
volition is not unique to caiques. It
certainly applies to those many South
American parrots that naturally roost
within a cavity. But caiques seem
easier to ‘‘train’’ than others. Thre is
also an account of this in a Blue and
Gold Macaw.

Of course, if you want a perfect pet
caique, or any other parrot, when it
reaches sexual maturity it is better to
keep it apart from other birds. If it
gets a companion it will put some, if
not all, of its attention towards this
new bird. This wonderfully tame,
confident, strutting, bumptious,
appealing clown can then become an
extremely fearless adversary. Caiques
in pairs or family groups can become
a ruthless gang. I had a pair of caiques
get into a cage containing a tame
Vinacious Amazon. They would have
killed it if their whoops of frenzied,
joyous, battle had not caught my
attention and interference. A caique
‘“‘paired’’ to its owner may nip other
humans who ‘‘trespass’’ against this
“‘union?’

The demand for pet caiques must
surely increase once their virtues
become better known. This can only
be supplied by captive breeding. One
of the first hurdles to overcome is
sexing. The average male may be
“bolder’” about the head, yet there is
no real sexual dimorphism in size,
color, or appearance. I surgically sex
almost all my youngsters once they
are sufficiently old enough. (Quite

contrary to what has been written, I .

find that it is an absolute impossibil-
ity to identify the sex of nestling and
fledgling young by endoscopy. At this
time, the gonads are completely
obscured by mesonephric tissue.
They cannot be seen. Mesonephros
has some resemblance to an immature
ovary and may be thought to be such.
As some early sexed birds ultimately
prove to be female, this is not proof
that they were correctly identified by
surgical sexing at an early age.)

A few of mine have been sexed by
their chromosomes and all might
have been by their behavior. One
characteristic of many New World
parrots is to threaten by ‘‘wing-
lifting.”” That is when the perching
bird lifts up its wings. The upward
stretching wing shows its under-
surface and the flank. Threatening
wing-lifting is particularly evident in
macaws when nesting, but can be
seen at other times. In the caique,
wing-lifting is invariably accompan-
ied by a piping ‘‘toot”’. To my present
observation, only males have ever
been seen to do this. To achieve a
demonstration of piping with wing-
lifting, it is easily done if a tape-
recording is played to the caged bird.

Active copulation is not a sexual
determinant. The hand-reared pet
caique will, whether male or female,
solicit and copulate with the owner’s
hand.

Caiques have not bred for me until
they are two years old. Some may not
breed until a year later. In no instance
have I had birds younger than 18
months old lay eggs. Perhaps they
might in a warmer climate. Whatever,
we should not be dogmatic. Most of
what we know in aviculture is the
result of very few observations made
by very few people and they can be
wrong!

Until their first molt, young caiques
differ from the adults by having pale
vellow, rather than white, underparts.
When about six months old, the
brownish eye of the fledgling is
replaced by the red color of the adult.
The redness of the iris, like the pink-
ness of feet and bill in the White-
bellied Caique, is blood within the
capillaries. The sick or anemic bird
shows pallor here. With the first molt,
the feather colors become purer and
fuller. The few black patches to the
cap of the Apricot-headed races dis-
appear. It may take a few years for the
White-bellied Caique to lose all traces
of black to the skin of their feet and
face. The Pallid Caique fledges with a
horn-colored bill that gradually, over
six months or so, darkens to black.
Whereas, in Black-headed Caiques
the beak is black in the nest.

I have bred caiques in outside aviar-
ies and indoor cages. In my experi-
ence, they do far better if they are
given some seclusion. That is, if they
have blocked views in some direc-
tions. I would prefer that mine had
larger quarters; but my pairs are now
housed in pens some three feet wide,
six feet high, and six feet long. They



are only open at the front. The side
walls have a window of translucent
fiberglas to make it less dismal
within. The nest box is hung at the
very back of this short, oblong ‘‘tun-
nel’” Before these small aviaries were
built, the caiques were all kept in
cages two feet square and three feet
long. Breeding, then, was not quite as
successful. Originally I housed them
in indoor flight cages and the birds in
these were extremely prolific.

Within reason, the nest box size is

likely to prove irrelevant. My own are

built of half-inch thick plywood and
measure about six inches square by
one foot high. The entrance hole, as is
invariably my practice, is made just
large enough for them to enter
through. Both sexes chew away at the
interior. Generally, laying can be anti-
cipated by litter being scraped out of
the box through the entrance.

I know of no other parrot that
looks quite so pregnant for so long a
time before actually laying has begun.
Indeed, they are so podgy with ab-
dominal contents that the eggs, when
they come, seem disappointingly
small. They weigh between 8.9 and
12.8 grams. The average weight of 60
assorted eggs has been slightly over
ten grams (10.11). The largest eggs I
have had were laid by a pair of pure-
bred Black-headed Caiques, the
smallest by White-bellied Caiques.
But eggs differ between individuals.
The smallest sized caique is the Pallid
Pm. pallida and the largest is the
Yellow-thighed White-bellied Caique
Pm. (leucogaster) xanthomeria. The
former tend to have the smallest eggs
and the latter the largest.

The interval between eggs, gener-
ally, is three days. In cold weather,
this may increase to four or even five
days. Eggs have been laid in every
month of the year, so they may be
independent of day length. That said,
October has been the most prolific
month (32 clutches) and July the least
(seven clutches).

Incubation is done by the hen.
Nowadays all my eggs are artificially
incubated and hatched. They are
removed on the day they are laid.
This saves any from being broken and
encourages the hens to relay. It is
found that with a temperature of 100
°F (37.7°C), eggs pip after about 22
days. It will depend, directly, upon
the weight loss. “‘Dry’’ eggs pip earli-
est and those that have lost more
water pip later. As eggs are individu-
ally controlled, I try to arrange that
they will have somewhere just over a
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day between pipping and hatching.
The incubation time varies only a few
hours either side of 24.5 days. This is
in complete agreement with natural
incubation during hot summers. In
cold weather, the longest it has taken
an egg to hatch has been 26 days.
Except when the weather, or the
housing, is warm, hatchability is
better (80% + ) in the incubator.

It is found that, for maximum
hatch, water loss at pipping should be
between 18 and 19 percent. For
abnormally large eggs, weight loss
might best be taken to as high as 21
percent. Suffice to say here that much
of what has been printed is taken,
directly sometimes almost word for
word, even if this plagiary is not
acknowledged, from The Incubator
Book by Dr. Anderson-Brown. What
applies to poultry, or pheasants, is not
necessarily correct for such a differ-
ent group of birds as parrots.

The fresh-hatched chick will weigh
about two thirds of the laying weight
of the egg. The seven to nine gram
chick is hairy with white down.
There is some difference in the quan-
tity. It may be that xanthomeria has
more down than melanocephala.
They prove no more difficult to hand-
raise than other parrots. My aim with
these, as with other parrots, is to
determine how best to get the maxi-
mum earliest growth because hand-
rearing is a tedious process and
anything which reduces the time it
takes should be identified.

By nine or ten weeks, they should
be eating by themselves. When I used
the parents for incubation and rear-
ing, the chicks would be left with
them sometimes for months until the
chicks were given away. Never, under
such circumstances, did the hens
relay.

Molt appears to be determined by
diminishing day-length. Only after
mid-summer do they begin to shed
feathers. No doubt, like the budgeri-
gar, they may, in the wild, lose
feathers throughout the year.

Feeding is perfectly straight
forward — the usual mixture of seeds
and plenty of fruit. As more are bred,
the price may fall sufficiently for
caiques to become recognized as the
pet parrot supreme. Regretfully, it is
found that the majority of breeders
wish to confine themselves to the
most expensive, the most prestigious,
of parrots. Here we have, in caiques, a
bird that is not demanding in its
avicultural requirements and is of
huge interest and beauty. @



