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Size of host egg and egg size in Brown-headed Cowbirds.-The North American Brown- 
headed Cowbird (Molothrus ater) is a brood parasite that lays its eggs in a variety of other 
birds’ nests. Cowbirds exhibit variation in egg size both within and among females (Ankney 
and Johnson 1985), but it is unknown ifthis variation follows predictable intraclutch patterns 
as it does in some icterines (Howe 1976, Weatherhead 1985). Several studies on a variety 
of species have shown that the probability of survival of a particular hatchling increases 
with egg size or hatchling weight (e.g., Parsons 1970, O’Connor 1979). Here I report the 
results of a study aimed at determining whether cowbird egg size varies as a function of 
host egg size. 

I measured cowbird eggs in 143 clutches parasitized with one or two (total 168) cowbird 
eggs in the collections of the Royal Ontario Museum, the National Museum of Canada, and 
Cornell University. Nests with more that two cowbird eggs were not used as they were 
assumed to be dump nests (Harrison 1975). Egg sets came from Ontario and Quebec (78%), 
the northeastern United States (13%), and the Canadian prairie provinces (9%). Although 
the last group probably included individuals of the race artemisiae, they showed no difference 
in mean size from those of the nominate race. The egg sets were from 42 species of seven 
families. 
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I measured length (L) and breadth (B) of each egg to the nearest 0.05 mm and used KLB* 
as an estimator of egg volume, where K is a constant derived from empirical studies. For 
cowbirds (K = 0.515; Nolan and Thompson 1978), the largest egg was 1.63 times greater 
than the smallest. For host eggs (K = 0.524; Romanoff and Romanoff 1949: 108) the largest 
egg was 4.78 times greater than the smallest. 

There was no indication of a correlation between the estimated volumes of cowbird and 
host eggs (P > O.Ol), nor was there a correlation between cowbird egg volume and host 
weight (P > 0.01). I also estimated the volumes of host nests using dimensions given in 
Harrison (1975); I used %(4/3)rr3 (where r = [depth + diameter]/3) as an estimator of nest 
volume. There was no relationship between cowbird egg size and host nest volume (P < 
0.0 1) for the 32 host species for which estimates were possible (142 eggs). 

Variation in egg size may be imperfectly predictable to the laying cowbird, and other 
factors such as environmental conditions (Ankney and Johnson 1985) nutritional state and 
clutch size (Howe 1976) and age (Blank and Nolan 1983) may also affect the size of eggs 
laid. Furthermore, the utility of egg size variation predictability may be secondary to the 
availability of hosts for any one laying event. 
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