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Mountain Bluebirds are strictly cavity nesters, right? That’s what all the books say—which is why I was so 
surprised when my mentor, Don Waite, came back to the blind where I was photographing Vesper Sparrows and 
told me about the nest he had found. “You’re not going to believe this,” he said, flushed with excite ment. About a 
mile up the road, he had come across a pair of Mountain Bluebirds carrying food, and he was able to track them 
to a juniper tree. Although this was exciting news, it got even better: when Don approached the tree, he found a 
bluebird nest with four small young saddled on a juniper branch. It was not in a cavity but out in the open in the 
abandoned nest of an American Robin. The bluebirds had simply relined the nest with strips of soft sagebrush 
and juniper bark. It was an incredible find. This was on June 6, 2005, in Burns, Oregon. A subsequent check of 
the state’s bird nesting records turned up no reports of bluebirds ever nesting outside of cavities in Oregon. It 
was a first for the state, but I wondered whether any other records existed of this unusual behavior.

I did some research in the days that followed but only found one similar account. In 1932, Olaus J. Murie found 
a pair of Mountain Bluebirds nesting in an abandoned robin’s nest in a cottonwood tree in Wyoming. His report 
appeared in The Condor in 1934. What stood out was his description of how a pair of chickadees had also appro 
priated an old robin’s nest and had further excavated an already unusually deep cup in the mud bowl. Don and 
I had observed the female bluebird doing a lot of digging underneath the chicks as she brooded them. Perhaps 
she too was trying to create a sense of a cavity nest by digging as deep as possible into the mud cup.

Because cavities were scarce, this inventive pair of Mountain Bluebirds decided to think outside the box and 
found the old robins’ nest to be a worthy fixer-upper.


