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I am sure many foreign softbill enthusiasts have 
dreamed of breeding Red-legged Honeycreepers 
(Cyanerpes cyaneus). I certainly did, as they were 
the first pair of softbills I owned way back in 1962! 

The male has a nuptial (breeding) and an eclipse 
(non-breeding) plumage, where virtually all the 

turquoise cap, blue, and black plumage changes 
to resemble the female. In order to breed 

them, the male must be in 
full color, and they are 

more likely to 
achieve

breeding success in a planted aviary or flight, either 
indoors or outdoors during the summer months. 
They must also have access to a dry, heated indoor 
shelter during inclement winter months, especially 
in some European countries and states in the USA 
and Canada.

In 1934, Mrs. K. Drake achieved the first UK 
breeding of Red-legged Honeycreepers. A breeding 
account was published in the Avicultural Society 
magazine in that year. While breeding success is 
not often recorded, they have been bred in Europe 
as well as the USA and South Africa.

…Breeding success with this beautiful South American 
species can be achieved!
© Editorial and photographs by Cyril Laubscher

The yellow under the wings of a male Red-legged Honeycreeper in nuptial (breeding) plumage can normally only be seen when
the bird is flying or displaying. Note the bright red legs which give rise to the alternative name of Red-legged Honeycreeper.
(524a)

The male and female are very protective of their newly fledged youngster 
sitting between them. Fledglings have shorter beaks and tail feathers, 
and resemble the female. (526)
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REMARKABLE BREEDING SUCCESS IN 
SOUTH AFRICA

Fred Barnicoat, one of South Africa’s most prominent 
aviculturists, has fulfilled that dream of breeding 
Red-legged Honeycreepers. Most of us would be 
happy with breeding them once, but Fred recorded 
a phenomenal success in rearing three nests of 
youngsters from the same pair.

How did he realise this remarkable achievement? 
He accomplished this feat through diligence and 
perseverance, combined with total dedication and 
devotion to his birds and their welfare.

Fred lives in Johannesburg, some 5600 feet (1800 
metres) above sea-level. The winter nights can be 
freezing, but the dry sunny days quickly remove 
any frost - a completely different environment to 
that inhabited by Red-legged Honeycreepers in 
South America. While photographing and studying 
birds on a rainforest project in Colombia in 1991, I 
saw Red-legged Honeycreepers feeding in humid 
rainforest, at a height of only 330 feet (1800 metres) 
above sea level. 

Fred purchased his breeding pair in 1989. He spent 
a number of years moving them around from aviary 
to aviary, in the hopes that they would eventually 
settle down and breed. He tried various types 
of home-made nectars, supplied different fruits, 
persevered with live food, created planted aviaries, 
and experimented with nest sites - until finally, early 
in 1995, he accomplished the first breeding of his 
Red-legged Honeycreepers in a totally unexpected 
manner.

His breeding success was achieved in an unplanted 
aviary, 12 feet (3.6 metres) long x 10 feet (3 metres) 
wide x 6½ feet (2 metres) high. Half of the aviary was 
covered, well-lit, with a thermostatically controlled 
heated shelter, and a door that could be shut in the 

The nestling sitting on the edge of the nest is only 11 days old, 
and has a short beak that will continue to grow until it reaches 
the length of the adults. (527)

All Products Made 
in the U.S.A.



36  •  Number 4  2006

Having successfully 
reared the chicks to 
independence, the 
female attempted 
another nesting by 
relining the old nest. 
Unfortunately, this was 

unsuccessful, because the nest collapsed and the 
two fertile eggs were found cold on the floor.

Prior to the next breeding season, a small wicker 
basket, with heavy felt sewn in, was placed in the 
fork of the old tree. By December ’95, the female 
was building a nest in the basket, using dry grass 
again. A single egg hatched on 6 January 1996 
and the young chick flew on the 13th day. The 
accompanying photographs show the chick in the 
nest and alongside its parents three days after 
leaving the nest.
 
A surprise further nesting took place while the single 

fledgling was still being weaned. Two eggs 
were laid in the same nest, which had 
been refurbished slightly with more grass. 
Two young were reared. The parents and 
their three young were progressing well 
for a few months when one youngster was 
unfortunately lost in a freak cloudburst as 
winter approached. 

The basic diet for the sugarbirds prior to 
nesting was nectar prepared for sunbirds. 
Fred’s homemade nectar was varied 
constantly, using various supplements 
and high-energy foods. He found that the 
sugarbirds were easy to feed on nectar 
supplemented with fruit in season. Mango 
and cactus (prickly) pear were favorites 
and the mainstay of the babies diet. Paw-
paw or papaya, soft pear, banana, and 
black grapes were all avidly consumed. 

The adults - who had largely ignored the 
various livefood offered prior to nesting 
– increased their intake of livefood when 
the young hatched. Abundant supplies 
of mealworms, termites and fruit fly were 
offered and consumed in quantity, and 

severest winter. The Red-legged Honeycreepers 
shared the aviary with a pair of Golden-shouldered 
Parakeets (Psephotus chrysopterygius). There was 
never any interference from these two vastly different 
species. In fact, they got on extremely well. 

A dry tree - with a convenient fork about 4-5 feet 
(1.2-1.5) metres up in which he placed a clump of 
bracken – was positioned just inside the shelter 
doorway, in the hope that this may induce breeding. 
Against all expectations, a half-hearted attempt was 
made at building a nest in the fork, using coarse dry 
grass only even though coconut fibre, cotton wool, 
unraveled sisal string and kapok (soft silk cotton 
from a tree) was available. A pale greenish blue 
egg, heavily marked with medium to dark brown 
blotches, was laid on 23 January, the second a 
day later. The female appeared to be off the nest 
frequently, giving rise to the fear that she was not 
taking her task seriously in the hot mid-summer 
heat. However, she would quietly slip back on to the 
nest just as darkness set in. After incubating for 12 
days, the first egg hatched on 4 February, followed 
by the second on the following day. The newly 
hatched dark-skinned babies had large heads with 
big gaping mouths and short beaks similar to a finch 
beak. They seemed to grow slowly until the 7th day 
when pinfeathers appeared and their beaks began 
to elongate. From then on, they grew rapidly and left 
the nest on the 13th day, resembling the female.

A female is completely
different to the brightly
colored male, and displays 
an overall greenish sheen 
to the feathers on the back.
The female lacks the red 
legs of a male and instead, 
has dark grey legs. (525)
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this, combined with nectar, mango and cactus 
pear attributed greatly in accomplishing this 
outstanding achievement of rearing five Red-legged 
Honeycreepers from three separate nests!


