Breeding‘ the |
Red-billed
Blue M

at Tracy Aviary

by D. Grenville Roles, Curator
Salt Lake City, Utah

Red-billed Blue Magpie, Red-billed
Blue Pie or Occipital Blue Pie, this
magnificent bird whose scientific
name Cissa erythrobyncha means jay
with a red bill (Jobling), is one of the
most splendid members of the Corvid
or crow family. Distributed in suitable
woodland habitat over an enormous
area of Asia, they range from the west-
ern Himalayas through to northeast
China and the Indo-Chinese countries,
south to Burma and Thailand (Good-
win).

Our adult hen was acquired from a
dealer in 1984. By doing some check-
ing, we were able to establish that she
was at least 17 years old. Her mate
who arrived with her at that time died
four years later at a minimum age of
21. In 1988 we received a second male
from a different source and paired him
up, after a suitable quarantine period,
to the widowed hen.

The original pair was additionally
interesting because they were of two
markedly different geographical races.
The hen appears to correspond most
closely with the nominate form
described by Goodwin in his excellent
monograph Crows of the World (pub-
lished by the British Museum of Natu-
ral History 1976 and 1986). The nomi-
nate form is found in central and
southern China and northern Indo-
China. The original male was larger
and coarser featured (which seems to
be fairly typical) and much bluer, with
pure white underparts and nape. He
appeared to match the description for
C.e. occipitalis, the westernmost form.
The replacement male is clearly larger
than the hen and equally matches the
description of the nominate form.

When first acquired, the birds were
accommodated in a large, heated
building with access to an outside avi-
ary. For their first winter here we
would drive the birds inside at night
and close down the pop hole. The
birds would move like greased light-
ning and it was difficult and frustrating
to get them both inside together. Late
one afternoon the hen was trapped by

the keeper hastily shutting the door
and, as a result, lost her lower mandi-
ble. That was seven years ago. As a
result of that ghastly accident the pop
hole was left permanently open and
the birds allowed to choose for them-
selves either a heated area or not.
Typically the birds would be outside
at our approach and flee to the inside
cage on our arrival at their building.

After three years the birds were
transferred to our Himalayan Pheasan-
try as aerial occupants of the Swin-
hoe’s Pheasant cage. A year or so after
the move, the original male died and
the replacement male was introduced
six months later, in the spring of 1989.

I was alittle nervous about the reac-
tion of the new male to the disfigured
female. Mostly because her exposed
tongue may have looked like a tasty
morsel to the male with possible
nightmare consequences. As it was, |
worried needlessly, for the hen
seemed to fall head over heels in love
and “flirted” shamelessly with the
male, immediately spreading her tail
and drooping her wings, “mewing”
constantly while hopping excitedly
around him. She seemed to want to
show him every nook and cranny of
his new home and as he followed her
around like a dog on a leash for the
next few hours he seemed not the
least disconcerted by her unconven-
tional appearance, actually offering
her some food within ten minutes of
their introduction.
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A wire basket with an artificial twig
nest woven into it was placed inside
the open-fronted shelter at the rear of
the aviary. Although a great deal of
interest was shown in the nest ini-
tially, the birds only used it as a source
of materials, slowly demolishing our
careful fabrication twig by twig as they
tried to construct their own nest out-
side in the flight.

I don’t know what previous experi-
ence the birds had at nest construc-
tion, but their attempt was pretty
pathetic. They placed an assortment
of twigs and leaves in a small platform
wedged between the aviary wire and
a large log. The whole site was right in
the middle of a leafy Redtwig Dog-
wood and so invisible to our visitors,
who could be as close as six feet
away. The hen spent quite a bit of
time at the nest site and may even
have laid though no eggs were ever
found.

The following spring, the wire bas-
ket nest construction (newly refur-
ished) was hung outside high up on a
wire wall of the aviary. The birds
again took great interest in the nest,
this time actually adding small pieces
of twig and shredded bark to the lin-
ing. All went well for a time, with the
23 year old hen laying a small clutch
of three eggs which she proceeded to
incubate.

Only the hen has been seen to incu-
bate, and she stuck like glue to her
first clutch for about two weeks.
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Deadline Schedule

May / June '94
Featuring
CONURES, BROTOGERIS,
FORPUS
April 1 —editorial copy
April 15 —display ADS

July / Aug '94
June 1 —editorial copy
June 15 —display ADS

Sept / Oct '94
Featuring
SETTING UP AN AVIARY
OF COMMONLY KEPT SPECIES
Aug. 1 —editorial copy
Aug. 15 —display ADS

Nov / Dec '94
Oct. 1 —editorial copy
Oct. 15 —display ADS

Jan / Feb '95
Featuring
HANDFEEDING
Dec. 1 —editorial copy
Dec. 15 —display ADS

Mar / Apr '95
Feb. 1 —editorial copy
Feb. 15 —display ADS

When she did eventually come off the
nest we found that two of the eggs
had fallen through the twigs and were
resting upon the wire mesh of the nest
support and the third one had been
punctured and had dehydrated. None
of the eggs appeared to have been fer-
tile.

The nest was taken down and re-
constructed and lined with finer twigs
and coarse grasses, to prevent the
eggs from falling through the nest fab-
ric again. We replaced the nest and
hoped that the pair would recycle and
give us all another chance. Six days
later the hen laid the first of her
second clutch of four eggs, two of
which disappeared, the remainder
proving infertile.

In 1991, two clutches again were
laid, the first of which disappeared (as
the birds are Corvids, I was suspicious
that chicks were hatching and being
eaten by the parents, though this was
never confirmed). The second had
two fertile eggs, one of which suc-
ceeded in hatching in the incubator.
Pink, naked, helpless and ugly, with a
seemingly huge bill and big, rotund
belly, the baby was no beauty! I was
handfeeding a Collared Finch-billed
Bulbul (Spizixos semitorques) at the
time, so it was no trouble to accom-
modate the Bluepie along with the
Bulbul, feeding them both on the

same diet of morsels of soaked puppy
chow with a dash of yogurt, mixed
with hard-boiled egg yolk, finely
scraped raw meat, cricket abdomens,
“white” mealworms and a sprinkle of
Vionate.

The chick grew well with no prob-
lems until the time came to transfer
both babies into larger accommoda-
tion. Moments after that was done, the
Bluepie turned upon the smaller Bul-
bul and would have killed him had I
not intervened. Interestingly, the bird
grew up and acquired the name of
“Sweetie Pie”(!) and became one of
the “stars” of the education programs.

In 1992, a second chick was raised
by the same means, although the par-
ents did go on to produce a third
clutch and hatched four chicks. Curi-
ously, the chicks left with their parents
were a much darker, almost purplish
pink compared to the pale, bubble-
gum pink of the handreared birds.
Sadly, we experienced a heat wave
when they were a week old and, fully
exposed to the sun’s rays, the chicks
overheated and died.

Currently (March 1993), the birds are
superbly fit and actively courting and
nest building. I plan on pulling a cou-
ple of chicks just for safety’s sake, but
really hope that this year the 26 year
old hen will finally succeed in rearing
her own young. ®

Susan Clarkson
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YOUR BIRD DESERVES THE VERY BEST!

You wdl not find higher
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products than White Bear
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12” thru 48” Range: $16.00 - $32.00 each
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All White Bear Products have been designed using the advice of this country’s top avicultural veterinarians, insuring
features that best promote the mental and physical strengths that will help make your bird the kind of companion you've always desired!

ORDER TODAY! WHITE BEAR PRODUCTS Call Today For Free Color Brochure!
i Division of Gary Dorman & Associates, Inc. (317) 849-9637
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SUNTHING.
NEW!

FRUIT SCENTED & SHAPED
SUNSCRIPTION™
MINERAL TREATS

New, SUN SEED “SUNSCRIPTION™” Mineral
Treats are prescribed to provide essential cal-
cium and minerals to supplement your bird’'s
diet. Their unique shape.is designed to encour-
age chewing exercise and help maintain proper
beak condition. Your bird will find these colorful,
fruit scented Mineral Treats attractive and a
bright addition to its environment. The fruit scent
helps keep your bird’s cage smelling fresh.
Choose from a variety of flavors. Two sizes are
available for large and small birds.
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IT’S SUNTHING SPECIAL ..

SUN SEED GUARANTEE
if you're not totally satisfied
with a SUN SEED product,
simply return the unused
portion for replacement,
substitution or a full refund.
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SUN SEED

GUARANTEE

SUN SEED CO., INC.  Box 33, Bowling Green, Ohio 43402



