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Nectar is an important component of the diet of several species of orioles (Fisk 
and Steen, Condor 78:269-271, 1976). In the tropics, wintering Orchard Orioles 
(Icterus spurius) and Northern Orioles (I. galbula) have been observed visiting 
flowering trees for nectar and may even be pollinators for some tree species (Leck, 
Auk 91:162-163, 1974; Cruden and Herman-Parker, Auk 94:594-596, 1977). Here in 
North America, Northern Orioles have been found to feed upon the nectar of flower-
ing Trumpet Creepers (Campsis radicans) (Bent, U.S. Natl. Mus. Bull. 211, 1958). 
However, little is known of oriole nectar feeding habits on the breeding ground in the 
temperate region. The purpose of this note is to describe the nectar feeding behavior of 
Orchard Orioles in North Carolina. 

On the morning of 7 July 1980, while observing a patch of flowering Trumpet 
Creepers within an Orchard Oriole territory on the Dorothea Dix Farm, Raleigh, 
N.C., I observed a flock of four orioles (one adult, three juveniles) feeding upon the 
blossoms. A feeding oriole perched on the vine or the attached end of the flower and 
used its bill to pierce a hole in the top part of the floral tube (corolla) near the 
nectaries. Once inside the long corolla, the bird opened its bill (gaped) and proceeded to 
lap up nectar with the tongue. Periodically, a feeding bird lifted its head to permit the 
liquid to flow down the throat. After feeding upon one flower, the bird moved on to 
the next blooming flower. The flock members concentrated all of their feeding effort 
upon the blooming Trumpet Creeper flowers and ignored the Trumpet Creeper buds 
as well as the abundant flowers of Japanese Honeysuckle (Lonicera japonica). The 
flock fed within the Trumpet Creeper tangle for approximately 7 minutes before 
departing. 

On the morning of 8 July 1980, I examined the corollas of Trumpet Creeper 
flowers growing within and outside the Orchard Oriole territory. I inspected 169 
blooming Trumpet Creeper flowers in four different patches all within 1 km, but 
outside the oriole territory. No evidence of damage to the flowers was found outside 
the oriole territory. However, within the Orchard Oriole territory 78.3% of the bloom-
ing Trumpet Creeper flowers (N=23) contained slits in the corollas while only 15.8% 
of the flower buds (N=19) contained longitudinal slits. Thus Orchard Orioles showed a 
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statistically significant (G=14.77, p ‹.005) preference for mature flowers, which would 
be expected to have the highest nectar content. 

I have used the term "nectar robbing" because the orioles by-passed the anthers 
and stigma by piercing and splitting the corolla near the nectaries and thus obtained 
nectar from the Trumpet Creeper flowers without serving as a pollinator. Although 
Ruby-throated Hummingbirds (Archilochus colubris) frequently visited the Trumpet 
Creeper flowers and probably served as pollinators, they were never observed feeding 
upon the flowers split open by the Orchard Orioles. By removing nectar from the 
flowers, orioles may discourage visits by such pollinators. However, the extent of 
Orchard Oriole nectar robbing of Trumpet Creeper flowers appears to be restricted to 
those vines within or very near oriole territories. By the end of the oriole breeding 
season when widespread movement occurs, most of the Trumpet Creeper flowers have 
finished blooming. 
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