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We report the second successful hybridization in the wild between a Yellow-crowned 
Night-Heron (Nyctanassa violacea) and a Black-crowned Night-Heron (Nycticorax 
nycticorax), and the �rst with observations of young on the nest.

Hybridization among herons is uncommon but has been reported previously for 
the Black-crowned Night-Heron (McCarthy 2006, Monson and Phillips 1981). These 
reports include a natural cross with either a Little Blue Heron (Egretta caerulea) 
or a Tricolored Heron (E. tricolor) where the exact identi�cation was uncertain. In 
Java, Sulawesi, and the Philippines natural hybridization between the Black-crowned 
Night-Heron and Rufous Night-Heron (Nycticorax caledonicus) has been noted 
repeatedly (McCarthy 2006). In captivity a Black-crowned Night-Heron crossed with 
a Little Egret (Egretta garzetta), but these species� breeding ranges overlap so a natu-
ral hybrid is also possible (McCarthy 2006). A captive Black-crowned Night-Heron 
crossed with a Yellow-crowned Night-Heron in 1975 at the Dallas Zoo, Texas; these 
species� breeding ranges overlap as well (McCarthy 2006). In captivity many cases of 
hybridization are due to proximity and lack of choice in mates and never occur under 
natural circumstances in the wild.

Until recently, the only reported natural hybrid between the Yellow-crowned Night-
Heron and the Black-crowned Night-Heron was collected in 1951 north of Prescott, 
Arizona (Monson and Phillips 1981). The immature bird was originally identi�ed as 
a Yellow-crowned Night-Heron (Phillips et al. 1964), but after further examination 
the identi�cation was later changed to a hybrid Black-crowned × Yellow-crowned 
Night-Heron (Monson and Phillips 1981). 

In North America, the Yellow-crowned Night-Heron breeds throughout the south-
eastern United States with colonies north along the Atlantic coast to Connecticut 
and from the Gulf of Mexico north to Indiana and Illinois (Watts 1995). It breeds 
throughout the Caribbean and along both coasts of Mexico, north along the Paci�c 
coast of Baja California to Laguna Ojo de Liebre and the San Benito Islands (Wilbur 
1987), approximately 300 miles south of San Diego, California. Until 2005 the 
Yellow-crowned was a rare visitor to southern California, with as few as 23 individu-
als reported (Hamilton et al. 2007). The single specimen of an adult from California, 
collected at the Tijuana River mouth on 25 October 1963 (SDNHM 30758, McCaskie 
1964) has the thick bill (depth at nostril 22.5 mm) typical of the subspecies bancrofti, 
originating from western Mexico, and too thick for violaceus from the eastern United 
States (McCaskie and Banks 1966, Unitt 1984). 

A pair of Yellow-crowned Night-Herons in Imperial Beach, San Diego County, 
present since at least 27 June 2005, �edged three young in July 2006, establishing 
the �rst record for that species� nesting in California (McCaskie and Garrett 2007). 
They �edged three young in early August 2007 and again in July 2008, with one 
juvenile found two or three days dead on 30 August 2008 (spread wing and skeleton 
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preserved, San Diego Natural History Museum 52127; G. McCaskie pers. comm.). In 
1989 and 1992, a Black-crowned Night-Heron was observed nesting with a Yellow-
crowned Night-Heron at a colony of the Black-crowned at the Scripps Institute of 
Oceanography in La Jolla, California, but these attempts did not produce young (Pyle 
and McCaskie 1992, Heindel and Patten 1996).

On 8 May 2007, at Naval Air Station North Island, Naval Base Coronado, Molloy 
photographed an adult Black-crowned Night-Heron on the same nest where an adult 
Yellow-crowned had been seen incubating two days earlier. The nest was located 
approximately 35 feet high in a �g tree (Ficus sp.) on the south side of Building 6 
(latitude 32° 42.6310' N, longitude 117° 11.5608' W). Further observations on 12 
May 2007 by Platter-Rieger and Molloy revealed the Black-crowned incubating or 
brooding from 0800 to 0915, at which time the Yellow-crowned took over. Another 
shift change took place sometime before 1500 because at 1530 the Yellow-crowned 
replaced the Black-crowned and again resumed incubation or brooding. At this time 
the adult Yellow-crowned put its head down in a feeding posture and we observed a 
small nestling. On the basis of the hatched shell fragments seen under the tree on 6 
May 2007, at least one hybrid was at least seven days old, and begging calls indicated 
that there was more than one young. The calls were pitched higher and distinctly dif-
ferent from the vocalizations of nestling Black-crowned Night-Herons (Platter-Rieger 
pers. obs.). Later observations con�rmed that two young were in the nest, one much 
larger than the other. The two hybrids on the nest were photographed by Anthony 
Mercieca on 19 May 2007 (Figure 1).
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Figure 1.  Both hybrid Yellow-crowned × Black-crowned Night-Heron young on the 
nest, showing the already large size difference between the older young, estimated 
age 14 days, and its smaller sibling, estimated age 10 days. Note the extensive yellow 
on the lower mandible. 

Photo by Anthony Mercieca, 19 May 2007




