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What Is an Oriole?

To hear an Oriole sing
May be a common thing—
Or only a divine.

—EMILY DICKINSON

A flash of orange, a burst of whistled song, and a male Baltimore Oriole flies into a cottonwood tree on the edge of a creek. Landing beside his olivecolored mate, he watches while she works industriously, weaving a piece of grass back and forth until it is intertwined with the hundreds of other such pieces she has collected already. An amazing, baglike hanging structure takes shape—a safe nest in which she will lay and incubate her eggs and then, with her mate’s help, feed her nestlings until they are ready to fly on their own. The family will then stay more or less together for another few weeks, until it is time to leave their summer home and travel south to where the winters are warm and the food abundant. Next spring, those that have survived a staggering array of hazards will return to repeat the cycle, once again filling the forests, gardens, and parks of the United States and Canada with their songs, calls, and colors.

This book is about orioles: especially Baltimore and Bullock’s Orioles, but also Scott’s and Orchard and Hooded Orioles and all of their close relatives—the twenty-eight or so species in the group of birds technically referred to as the genus Icterus—the New World Orioles. As their membership in a single genus would suggest, these species share certain features. In fact, research has shown that the genus Icterus is monophyletic, meaning that its members have all evolved from a single ancestral species.
 
In all New World orioles, for example, males (and often the females, too) have a more or less “typical” plumage type: they display some variation on a theme of black interspersed with orange or yellow plumage, with white markings, usually on the wings. All female orioles build nests that are more or less pendant—suspended from, rather than sitting on, the twigs or branches to which they are attached. As well, most orioles have melodious whistled songs that are often described as having a flutelike quality; they may also share an array of chattering calls. As far as we know, all members of the genus are monogamous, which means they have one mate at a time. Biparental care is another general characteristic: although only females build nests and incubate the eggs, both parents are involved in feeding and caring for the young.

The numerous great-great-grandchildren of a single couple can also be quite different, however, and so too are the orioles. Over evolutionary time, the many oriole species have experienced a diversity of selection pressures: varying physical environments and different competitors and predators, as well as chance events, have all had their effects. Thus, despite the fact that they share many features, orioles also vary in interesting ways. For example, although the species most familiar to us are migratory, most orioles are resident: they are found year-round within their range. And whereas these migratory species are sexually dimorphic (males and females look quite different), most of the resident forms are monomorphic: males and females are virtually indistinguishable in appearance.

And of course, although many species share the distinctive “oriole” appearance, this too varies. For example, the Epaulet Oriole’s black plumage is relieved only by a dash of color at the leading edge of the wing and in its thigh feathers. In some populations (termed subspecies), this “epaulet” is yellow, as are the legs, whereas in others the epaulet is chestnut-colored and the legs black. At the opposite extreme is the Yellow Oriole. As its name suggests, it is predominantly yellow, with black wings, a black line running from the eyes to the beak, and a thin black bib. Although all orioles apparently replace their plumage once a year, during the process of molting, some (such as the Baltimore Oriole) do this while on the breeding grounds, while others wait until later in the year, during the nonbreeding season. The Orchard Oriole, for example, molts after it has arrived on its wintering grounds. Still others, such as the Bullock’s Oriole, molt at stopover sites during their migratory journey.

These differences existing in such a closely related group of species have made the genus Icterus the subject of considerable study in recent years. As scientists have acquired new tools that allow them to scrutinize genes, they have been able to develop detailed hypotheses about the relationships among the various oriole species—which are closely and which are distantly related to each other, for example, and the ones that are probably most like the ancestor from which they all evolved. Thus, they can trace the evolutionary pathways along which changes in plumage, migratory status, sexual dimorphism, and other features have occurred. Examining these changes in the context of the environments in which the species live allows scientists to test hypotheses about the adaptive value (if any) of traits such as the timing of molt, the tendency to migrate, and the possession of sexual dimorphism.

“TRUE” ORIOLES

Some historical records suggest that the name “oriole” was apparently first used—in its Latin form, oriolus—in 1250 by Albertus Magnus, a Dominican friar well known for his comprehensive knowledge of science and advocacy of cooperation between science and religion. Of course, Magnus used the name to describe a species of bird living in the Old World—probably the Golden Oriole of Great Britain. One version of the story is that to him the word oriolus sounded much like the song of the bird he was describing. In 1758, Karl von Linne, the inventor of the two-part system for naming species (that is, the system of binomial nomenclature) gave the Golden Oriole the technical name Oriolus oriolus. Von Linne typically used Latin words for his names (he even latinized his own name, and today we also know him as Linnaeus) and liked them to have some meaning. To create the name for this bird, he took the Classical Latin word aureolus, meaning “golden.” One way or another, either for its color or its song, this Eurasian species was the first to bear the name oriole.

Today, the name is still applied to the Golden Oriole and its close relatives: a family of medium-sized birds commonly called the “true” or “forest” orioles and given the technical family name Oriolidae. The family includes about thirty species of birds (grouped into two genera) that live in Africa, Europe, Asia, and Australia. Like our New World orioles, the males of these Old World species are commonly yellow with black on the wing, tail, and head and most have melodious songs as well as an array of harsher calls. Also, like our orioles, females of many species in the Oriolidae family weave hanging nests. Because of these similarities, the common name “oriole” also came to be applied to members of the genus Icterus, even though New World and Old World orioles are not at all related.

NEW WORLD ORIOLES

The New World orioles, which are found only in North, Central, and South America, comprise approximately twenty species that are closely enough related to be grouped together in one genus. The name Icterus comes from the ancient Greek word ikteros through the Latin word ictericus, which means “yellow” or “jaundiced one.”

Nine of the Icterus orioles have been known to breed in North America, three of which, the Baltimore, Orchard, and Bullock’s Orioles, commonly nest in the United States and parts of Canada. The first two of these three are generally found in the eastern and central portions of the continent, whereas the Bullock’s Oriole is confined to the west. The other six Icterus orioles do not nest in Canada and can be thought of as Mexican birds that venture into the United States. Scott’s and Hooded Orioles breed in the southwestern part of the country, while Altamira and Audubon’s Orioles breed in the southern part of Texas. The Streak-backed Oriole is a casual visitor to the United States, mainly to the southern parts of Arizona and California in the fall and winter. However, because there are only three published records of Streak-backed Oriole nests in the United States—from southern Arizona in 1993 and 1994—it cannot yet be considered a true “North American” oriole. All five of these species commonly breed in Mexico. Finally, the Spot-breasted Oriole lives on the east coast of Florida, where it was introduced in the late 1940s, probably as a result of the escape of caged birds.

Mexico is really the center of distribution for the genus. Sixteen species breed primarily or only in this country. Eight are restricted to South America, while five are indigenous to the West Indies and have very limited ranges. The Greater Antillean Oriole is found only in Cuba, Hispaniola, Puerto Rico, the Bahamas, and other smaller islands in this area. The Jamaican Oriole is found only in Jamaica, and the St. Lucia, Martinique, and Montserrat Orioles are found only on the islands after which they are named.

In addition to the size of the range they occupy, the size of the birds themselves and their nests also varies within the genus. The smallest oriole is the Orchard Oriole, which is 6 to 7 inches in total length and weighs 0.67 to 0.81 ounce. By comparison, the Baltimore Oriole is a middle-sized species at about 7 to 8 inches in length and 1.09 to 1.23 ounces in weight. The Altamira Oriole is one of the largest species in the genus, at 9 to almost 10 inches in length and a weight of 2.11 to 2.29 ounces. In most species, females are about 5 percent smaller than males—a relatively small amount of sexual size dimorphism compared with that characteristic of many types of birds.
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A Baltimore Oriole in colorful breeding plumage is a welcome sight in spring throughout much of central and eastern North America. The species is the most common oriole in the United States and Canada.



Although the characteristic oriole nest is an intricately woven, hanging, baglike structure, the size and form of nests do vary among the species in this genus. The nests of Scott’s Orioles are more cuplike than bag-shaped, although they are woven from plant fibres and hang from the leaves (usually of yucca and other similar plants) to which they are attached. Orchard Orioles have among the smallest nests of the genus. They are only as deep as they are wide—about 3 inches. By comparison, the hanging nests of Altamira Orioles can be 2 feet long and quite conspicuous; some females suspend them from power lines.

Three of the species of orioles found in South America are commonly referred to as troupials, specifically the Venezuelan, Orange-backed, and Campo troupial. Unique in several ways, troupials have yellow eyes (those of other orioles are dark) and an area of bare, blue-colored skin around these eyes. Their most “unoriolelike” characteristic is that they do not build their own nests. Rather they are known as nest pirates—they steal the fully or partially built nests of a selection of species that breed in the same area.

HOW MANY SPECIES?

You may have noticed that the number of species in the genus Icterus has not been given as an exact number. The reason for this is that the number varies. It actually depends on many factors—what recent discoveries have been made, who is in charge of defining and/or naming the species, what source you read, how old that source is, and so on.

Indeed, part of the issue depends on how the term “species” is defined. Although there is a variety of ways to do this, most scientists would define a species as a group of individuals that can potentially interbreed with each other to produce fertile offspring but which cannot breed with individuals from outside their own species’ grouping. This definition works well when thinking about unrelated species—those that have followed separate evolutionary paths for a long time. Dogs and cats, for example, are quite clearly different species. Dogs and wolves, however, which are much more closely related, pose a problem for this definition. We used to think of each as separate species and for a long time had identified them as such. Linnaeus had given each its own technical name: Canis lupus for the wolf and Canis familiaris for the dog.

It is clear, though, that domesticated dogs evolved from wolves; they were, in fact, running with wolves in the not-too-distant past. Although generations of highly selective breeding by humans have produced some odd dog breeds that are quite different from wolves, many dogs are still quite wolflike. And we know that interbreeding between the two species happens relatively frequently, producing what is referred to as hybrid offspring. Horses and donkeys, which are separate species, also interbreed, of course, producing a hybrid offspring known as a mule. Mules are sterile, however, which means that horses and donkeys do fit the definition for species given above. In contrast, the hybrid offspring of dogs and wolves are typically quite fertile—so are these two taxa really different species? In 1993, after much consideration, the Smithsonian Institution and the American Society of Mammalogists decided that in fact they should not be recognized as separate and the domestic dog is now officially designated as a subspecies of the wolf. Since subspecies are given three-part names that show their lineage, dogs are designated Canus lupus familiaris.

The same sort of issue exists for the New World orioles, all of which are closely related. Wherever the ranges of two oriole species overlap there is the potential for them to interbreed—and many of what are today referred to as separate species do, in fact, interbreed and produce fertile offspring. The Baltimore and Bullock’s Orioles present a classic case of this—and of the problem of counting numbers of species. Although we cannot know for sure, these two might have once very long ago constituted a single homogenous species. Individuals of this single form might have once lived throughout North America until climatic conditions isolated two populations of the form, each of which might have evolved separately in different environments.

Doubtless, the First Nations peoples who first lived in North America had their own names for the orioles they saw every day. The birds were given their first formal English names only after European explorers began traversing the New World, often taking or sending specimens back home to European museums and collectors. When the orioles we now know as the Baltimore and Bullock’s were discovered and named (in 1731 and 1837, respectively—the west being explored later than the east) they differed somewhat in size and were quite different in appearance, behavior, timing of molt, and song.

People tend to change habitats, however, and as early as a thousand years ago, First Nations inhabitants of North America had begun farming and establishing villages along rivers in the Great Plains. The arrival of European settlers, “filling up” the east and then venturing west to become pioneers in new lands, accelerated this process. With farms and villages, then towns and cities, came trees. Planted for windbreaks, shade, and pleasure, trees filled once-treeless areas of the Great Plains, creating suitable breeding habitat for various types of birds, including orioles. No one knows when the first mixed pair of Baltimore and Bullock’s Orioles threw caution to the wind and mated, but people began writing about it in the early part of the twentieth century and it was studied carefully in the 1950s by Charles Sibley and Lester Short, who collected orioles across Nebraska and Colorado. They described a zone about 150 to 200 miles wide in which hybridization was quite common. And not only was hybridization occurring, the hybrids were fertile. Sibley and Short thus concluded that the two birds were conspecific—members of the same species—and they published a paper to this effect in 1964.

In 1983, the Committee on Classification and Nomenclature, a standing committee of the American Ornithologist’s Union (A.O.U.), agreed with this conclusion. The Baltimore and Bullock’s Orioles were lumped together and renamed as a single species: the Northern Oriole. (Since the rules of naming species give precedence to the first specific epithet [the second half of the binomial designation] ever given, the technical name for this new species was Icterus galbula, which had been the moniker of the first-named Baltimore variety. The two species could still be referred to, but only as subspecies of the single new one; they were designated Icterus galbula galbula and Icterus galbula bullockii.)
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