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DISTRIBUTION, ABUNDANCE, AND SEASONALITY 

A common resident throughout most of the state, except in higher mountains. Occurs in
herbaceous and cropland habitats with sufficient ground cover for concealment. Where such
habitats form understory open wooded and brushy habitats also used. Among cultivated
crops, particularly favors alfalfa. May move upslope in small numbers postbreeding,
sometimes reaching treeline (Gaines 1977b). Highest breeding elevation apparently about
2400 m (8000 ft), in eastern Sierra Nevada. Usually leaves montane portions of breeding
range in winter (Grinnell and Miller 1944, McCaskie et al. 1979, Garrett and Dunn 1981). 

SPECIFIC HABITAT REQUIREMENTS 

Feeding: Annual diet about 63% animal matter, mostly insects, spiders, sowbugs, snails,
and 37% grass and forb seeds and grains (Bryant 1914). Nestlings fed almost entirely 
insects (Orians and Horn 1969). Animal matter forms 96% of diet in summer, but only 45% in
winter (Bent 1958, Martin et al. 1961). Occasionally eats carrion (Hubbard and Hubbard
1969) and eggs of other ground-nesting birds (Creighton 1974). Feeds in open, grassy areas,
gleaning food from ground or low plants; also turns over objects and probes in soft earth. 

Cover: Requires relatively dense, grassy vegetation tall enough for concealment (Grinnell
and Miller 1944). Uses trees, fences, shrubs, mounds for lookout and song perches. 

Reproduction: Nest hidden in depression in ground among grasses and forbs. 

Water: Drinks water in captivity (Pierce 1974), and wild individuals drink and bathe.

Pattern: Requires relatively dense, grassy habitat with vegetation tall enough to provide 
cover, along with a few low perches. Scattered trees and shrubs may be present, but not
required. 

SPECIES LIFE HISTORY 

Activity Patterns: Yearlong, diurnal activity.

Seasonal Movements/Migration: Not migratory over most of its California range. Some
upslope movement postbreeding, and montane populations move downslope to foothills and
lowlands to winter. 

Home Range: Breeding home range essentially same as territory (Lanyon 1957).

Territory: In Wisconsin, territory varied from 1.2 to 6.1 ha (3-15 ac), and mostly were 2.8 
to 3.2 ha (7-8 ac) (Lanyon 1956b). Four territories in lowa were 4.1, 8.5, 9.7, and 13.0 ha
(10, 21, 24, and 32 ac) (Kendeigh 1941a). 



Reproduction: Breeding season lasts from February into late August. Monogamous or 
polygynous (Lanyon 1956b) and a solitary nester. Clutch size usually 5, range 3-7. Typically 
2 broods raised yearly (Lanyon 1957). Incubation lasts 13-15 days. Altricial young tended by 
both parents. Young leave nest at about 12 days, before able to fly; fed by parents for about 
2 wk longer. Probably breeds first at 1 yr (Harrison 1978). 

Niche: Roosts on ground in small groups. Heavy grazing, especially in summer, is 
detrimental to habitat, but light or winter grazing apparently has little effect (Wiens 1973). 
Raptors commonly prey on adults, and a variety of avian and mammalian predators prey on 
young. Apparently only uncommonly parasitized by cowbirds (Friedmann 1963, Ehrlich et al. 
1988). Forms larger flocks in winter. 
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