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DISTRIBUTION, ABUNDANCE, AND SEASONALITY 

Fairly common to common year-round throughout much of California, excluding the higher
mountains and eastern deserts. Breeds in open woodlands of oaks, riparian deciduous trees, 
or conifers with herbaceous understory. In winter, uses more open habitats as well. Sparse 
to open-canopied, mature, valley foothill and montane hardwood and valley foothill
hardwood-conifer habitats are optimal. A variety of other coniferous habitats are used,
primarily open-canopied mature forests, especially edges. In winter, leaves higher portions of
nesting range and becomes more widespread in lowlands. East of the Sierra Nevada crest,
breeds south to Lake Tahoe Basin and in Owens Valley, Inyo Co. Rare in eastern deserts of
southern California, but breeds in small numbers from Panamint Mts. to Clark Mt., and winters
fairly commonly in the Colorado River Valley (Grinnell and Miller 1944, McCaskie et al. 1979,
Garrett and Dunn 1981). 

SPECIFIC HABITAT REQUIREMENTS 

Feeding: Primarily eats insects, including grasshoppers, caterpillars, beetles, and ants;
also eats earthworms, snails, and other small arthropods (Bent 1949). Flies out from low
perch to capture prey on ground or herbage; sometimes hovers before pouncing. Also hawks
aerial insects. Perches on low branch of tree or shrub, fence, or tall herb; often adjacent to
medium to large opening in wooded or brushy habitat. In nonbreeding season, supplements
diet with berries of mistletoe, poison-oak, elderberry, and other species. Presence of
mistletoe berries may govern local occurrence in winter (Pitelka 1941, Grinnell and Miller
1944). 

Cover: Requires trees and shrubs for cover. Typically rests in tree when not foraging, but
also uses fence or shrub. Uncommon in habitats without at least a few trees or large shrubs,
even in winter. Nests and roosts in cavity in tree or snag. 

Reproduction: Usually nests in old woodpecker hole in snag, tree, or stump; also uses
other cavity or nest box (Scott et al. 1977). Occasionally uses nest of cliff swallow or other
species (Bent 1949). Nests in Monterey Co. were 1.5 to 12 m (5-39 ft) above ground (Bent 
1949). 

Water: Drinks water freely and regularly (Gander 1960, Smyth and Coulombe 1971), but
may not require water when berries are available. 

Pattern: Frequents open woodlands. Requires suitable nesting and roosting cavity, 
usually in a snag or tree near open habitat for foraging; also low perches to search for prey.
Availability of snags frequently limits population density (Ross 1933, Raphael and White 1978,
Ehrlich et al. 1988). 



SPECIES LIFE HISTORY 

Activity Patterns: Yearlong, diurnal activity. 

Seasonal Movements/Migration: A resident in much of its California range, but undergoes 
local and irregular movements in many areas. In Sierra Nevada, small flocks move upslope in 
late summer and fall (Gaines 1977b). Withdraws from higher mountains in winter, and may 
move into lowland areas not occupied while breeding. None recorded on Farallon Islands 
(DeSante and Ainley 1980). 

Home Range: Home range in Arizona ponderosa pine forest varied from 0.3 to 0.8 ha (0.7 
to 1.9 ac) and averaged 0.46 ha (1.13 ac) (Balda 1975). Breeding density in this habitat was 
15 pairs per 40 ha (100 ac) (Haldeman et al. 1973). Wilson (1978) found 37 per 100 ha (15 
per 100 ac) at Morongo Valley, San Bernardino Co. in winter. Miller and Stebbins (1964) 
noted flocks of up to 25-50 individuals in winter at Joshua Tree National Monument. 
Anderson (1970) reported a wintering population of 8-20 per 40 ha (100 ac) in an Oregon 
white oak forest. 

Territory: No data found, but probably equal to home range. 

Reproduction: Breeds from April into July. A monogamous, solitary nester. Clutch size 
3-8, average 5. Frequently double-brooded. Incubation lasts 13-14 days. Altricial young 
tended by both parents. Male may tend fledglings while female renests. Probably breeds first 
at 1 yr (Harrison 1978). 

Niche: Competition from European starlings and house sparrows has reduced eastern 
bluebird populations in parts of the eastern U.S., and threatens western bluebirds. 
Construction of nest boxes with smaller entrance holes ( Scott et al. 1977) has allowed a 
partial population recovery of eastern bluebirds. Western bluebirds also compete for nest 
sites with violet-green swallows, house wrens, and other native species; generally are more 
capable of defending nest against native species (Bent 1949). Competition with woodpeckers 
for nest sites may be strong (Miller and Bock 1972). 
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