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The sight of any free animal going about its business undisturbed, seeking its food, or looking 
after its young, or mixing in the company of its kind, all the time being exactly what it ought to 
be, and can be --- what a strange pleasure it gives us. -----Schopenauer 

A box without hinges, key or lid 
Yet golden treasure inside is hid. 

                                                         -----J.R.R. Tolkien  The Hobbit 

Perhaps the most underappreciated and seldom seen part of a bird’s life is the activity involving 
the creation and care of its young. During the days before breeding season as the length of 
daylight increases, major changes happen to the male and female reproductive tract.   The testes 
in the male, which a few months earlier consisted of barely perceptible pieces of tissue above 
each kidney, have enlarged to major abdominal organs, increasing in size several hundred times.  
The testes begin to produce increased amounts of the male hormones which stimulate copulatory 
behavior, brilliant skin coloration, and increased sperm production. The sperm travel down the 
enlarged vas deferens and are stored in the cloaca (see illustration below).  The female 
reproductive tract also increases in size of up to 50 times the weight during the non-breeding 
season.  In most birds, the components of the female reproductive organs occur only on the left 
side of the bird.   The decrease in the size and unilateral location can be explained by the 
following reasons. 

1. The organ is needed only once a year during the breeding season. 
2. The weight of the bird decreases during the non-breeding season, allowing the bird to 

expend less energy moving about. 
3.  It prevents the problem of carrying two large eggs at the same time. 

In most birds, copulation is a brief affair.  The male sits on top of the female, who moves her tail 
to one side, thus bringing both cloacae in close approximation.   A male pigeon is able to 
transfer over 200 million sperm to the female in a brief period.  This is known as a “cloacal 
kiss”. 

The female reproductive tract is much more complex than the male (refer to illustration below).   
The transferred sperm may either swim up the oviduct to fertilize an ovum in the infundibulum, 
or be stored for as much as a week in a pouch in the cloacal area.  The ovary contains many 
small follicles.   A few of these will enlarge to become an ovum which has the potential to 
become an egg.  A mature ovum passes into the infundibulum where it remains for about thirty 
minutes.  It then moves into the magnum essentially as the yolk of the egg.  Within the magnum 
for about 3 hours, it receives a coating of albumin or the white of the egg, then passes into the 
isthmus region of the oviduct where the ovum is coated with two shell membranes.  After about 
one to two hours, the developing egg moves into the uterus, also known as the shell gland, 



where two important functions occur.  The egg receives its hard, outer shell, which is composed 
mainly of calcium.   The female obtains calcium needed for this process from its diet and 
skeleton.  (The use of the insecticide DDT caused a defect in the hardening process of the shell 
membrane which led to thinning and fragility of the outer shell.  The developing chick could not 
survive this type of insult.)  The uterus contains pigment glands.  As the egg twists and turns 
through the uterus, pigment is deposited on the developing shell.  As ornithologist Bernd 
Heinrich wrote “…the motion of the egg affects the color patterns.   It is as if innumerable 
brushes hold still while the canvas moves.  If the egg remains still there are spots, and if it moves 
while the glands continue secreting, then lines and scrawls result.”   After approximately 20 to 
24 hours in the uterus, the egg passes through the vaginal area of the oviduct and into the cloaca, 
where it is quickly laid.                                                                                                                                                                           
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Next month, Bird Notes will discuss life inside the egg, the structure of an egg, a bit more of the 
color and shape of the egg, and how the little developing bird gets out of its calcium encircled 
home.   

If you have any questions or comments on this or any other topic (having to do with birds) please 
Email me at eapyeritz@gmail.com. 
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