California Wildlife Habitat Relationships System
California Department of Fish and Game
California Interagency Wildlife Task Group

'l

.

Black-headed Grosbeak
Pheucticus melanocephalus
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DISTRIBUTION, ABUNDANCE, AND SEASONALITY

A common summer resident and transient. From April into September, a common breeder
throughout most of California, excluding higher mountains, Great Basin, and southern
deserts. Frequents valley foothill hardwood, valley foothill hardwood-conifer, valley foothill
riparian, and montane riparian habitats. Less common in other wooded habitats of lower
montane elevations, often near water and areas where deciduous oaks are numerous. Also
breeds in pinyon-juniper habitat in several desert mountain ranges from Mono Co. to San
Bernardino Co. A rare and local breeder in lowlands east of the Cascade Sierra Nevada
crest. Occurs more widely in migration; e.g., in southern deserts. Rare and irregular in
California from October to late March (Grinnell and Miller 1944, McCaskie et al. 1979, Garrett
and Dunn 1981).

SPECIFIC HABITAT REQUIREMENTS

Feeding: While nesting, feeds primarily on insects and spiders (Martin et al. 1961, Bent
1968, Airola 1979); also eats buds, berries and other fruits, and seeds. More plant foods
often taken after breeding and in migration. Plucks fruits and buds from shrubs and trees.
Gleans insects from foliage, especially in deciduous trees; occasionally hawks in air.
Regularly feeds on ground; will take scraps in campgrounds and picnic areas.

Cover: Requires trees and shrubs for nesting, roosting, and other cover.

Reproduction:  Builds nest in a shrub or tree, often beside stream or other water, but may
be located away from water in open woodland, orchard, or near edge of denser woodland.
Height of 163 nests in California varied from 0.9 to 7.5 m (3-25 ft), but most were between 1.8
and 3.6 m (6 and 12 ft) above ground (Weston 1947).

Water: Drank water frequently in an oak woodland in coastal range (Williams and Koenig
1980); water probably required.

Pattern:  Occurs in open woodlands and near edges of denser stands; favors habitats with
deciduous trees, especially oaks, and a diversity of plant life.

SPECIES LIFE HISTORY

Activity Patterns:  Yearlong, diurnal activity.

Seasonal Movements/Migration:  California breeding population migrates to wintering
grounds in Mexico; mostly departs in August and September and returns from late March into

May.

Home Range: No information found. In riparian forests of Sacramento Valley, Gaines



(1974a) recorded 31-66 singing males per 40 ha (100 ac), perhaps the highest reported
breeding density.

Territory:  Weston (1947) noted that female may be territorial, but male tends to defend
female rather than territory.

Reproduction:  Breeding season late April into August. A monogamous, solitary nester.
Clutch size 2-5, usually 3 or 4, and a single brood per yr. Incubation 12-13 days by both
sexes. Altricial young tended by both parents and leave nest at 11-12 days. Fledglings may
stay with female for a long period (Weston 1947). Probably breeds first at 1 yr (Harrison

1978).

Niche: Apparently an uncommon cowbird host (Ehrlich et al. 1988). Both sexes may sing
on nest.
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