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On 17 June 1989 in the main freshwater impoundment at Magnolia Gardens,
Charleston County, South Carolina, I found an American Coot (Fulica americana)
nest containing three eggs. Both adults mobbed me from hidden positions in
nearby Cattails (Typha spp.). On 20 June, the eggs were gone, although the nest
was intact (see below), and adults were still in the vicinity. I assumed that the nest
was depredated, as no young were seen or heard in the area.

On 6 July 1989, I found evidence of another nesting, when I saw a young
American Coot (about seven days old) being fed by another pair of coots. The
young, half-grown coot was last seen on 15 July, still accompanying the adults at
the same spot where they were first seen.

On 30 July 1989, I saw four downy young (< 5 days old) in the vicinity of the
nest site first found on 17 June. These young did not come from the first nest, as
it had been collected (see below), but presumably were the results of a renesting by
the original pair of coots.

In summary, in 1989 I found three nesting attempts at Magnolia Gardens, by
at least two pairs of American Coots. During the breeding seasons of 1985-1988,
the impoundment was searched weekly for nests of all species. No coot nests were
found, and no coots were seen in the impoundment after June. The main difference
in habitat conditions between 1985-1988 and 1989 was the higher water level
maintained throughout the summer in the latter year (0.25 - 0.5 m higher than in
preceding years).

As no descriptive information has been published for any of the American
Coot nests that have been found in the state, I give the following details for the
nest found on 17 June 1989. The nest was in a sparse (average distance between 10
clumps = 9 cm) island of cattails that measured 1.5 x 2.1 m, located near the center
of a narrow (about 12 m wide) channel through dense stands of cattails. The
distance from the island to the main cattails was 4 m on one side and 6 m on the
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other. The water depth under the nest was 48 cm. The nest was a bulky floating
platform made of cattail (T. latifolia and T. domingensis) leaves. The base of the
nest, which touched the bottom of the pond, was 56 cm in diameter. The platform
of the nest, which had a very shallow (<1 cm) depression, was about level with the
water surface. Because of the buoyancy of the cattail leaves, the nest floated,
although the bottommost leaves were in contact with the substrate below. When
removed from the water, the nest had a depth of 23 cm. The sides of the nest were
attached to four clumps of green cattail. The height of the tallest cattail above the
nest was 2.3 m above the water. On 1 July, after I was sure that the nest would
not be reused by the coots, the nest was collected. The dry wight of the nest (ChM
No. 1984.44) was 579 g.

Table 1. American Coot nests found at Magnolia Gardens, 1960-1989.

Date	 No. of nests: No. of eggs
	

Reference (ChM no. 1)
Chat 24:75-76, 1960; (ChM 3213-3220)

Chat 24:75-76, 1960

E. Cutts, unpubl. data, ChM

Cutts collection (ChM 3221-3227)

Cutts collection (ChM 3258-3264)

E. Cutts, unpubl. data, ChM

E. Cutts, unpubl. data, ChM

E. Cutts, unpubl. data, ChM

17 June 1989	 one:three	 present study 
1 ChM no. refers to accession numbers of specimens deposited in the Charleston
Museum

American Coots are often present as summer vagrants in South Carolina, but
in only a few cases have nests with eggs been found. The last published nesting of
the American Coot in South Carolina was in 1961, from Williston, Barnwell
County (Post, Chat 25:88, 1961). The species has also been found nesting in
Charleston County, at Magnolia Gardens, in 1960 (Cutts, Chat 24: 75-76, 1960).
An unverified report by Cutts that 40 pairs "nested" on Bull's Island, Charleston
County, in 1964 was published in Burton (supplement to Contrib. Charleston
Mus. 11, 1969). Unlike the others, the Bull's Island report was not substantiated
by published details, photographs or specimens. As Cutts was a meticulous
oologist, who recorded clutch sizes and other details of all nests that he found, not
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just those whose contents he collected, it is doubtful that any direct evidence of
nesting was obtained from Bull's Island.

In summary, American Coots are now known to have bred at only two
localities in South Carolina, and the only extant site is Magnolia Gardens.
Seventeen nests containing eggs have been found. The egg dates are 1 May (1960)
- 20 July (1961). The mean peak egg date is 5 June. Assuming that the data in
Table 1 (plus that for the single nest found in Barnwell County) represent a normal
distribution, then the 95% confidence interval for egg dates is 27 May - 14 June.
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