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What is there to commend this ubiquitous and 
unobtrusive bird, one dressed so drably, and lacking 
personality? When I chose to write about the mourn-
ing dove, I knew you might easily flip past these pag-
es. For a couple of weeks I walked, ate, and dozed 
off with the question about how I might elevate your 
view of this ‘dull’ bird the way bioluminescence trans-
forms creatures in the lightless layers of the sea. 

Have you noticed that the mourning dove often 
vocalizes just at the promise of daybreak? Its call is 
a soft, watercolor prelude to the blue light of dawn. 
I find its Coooo-OO-OO-OO a gentle transition from 
sleep. Some mistake it for a great horned owl; to oth-
ers it sounds mournful. That’s how the bird got its 
common name, and one of the traits that sets it apart 
from pigeons. (Doves and pigeons are in the same 
family [Columbidae]; ‘pigeon’ usually refers to larg-
er species.)

You might easily miss the presence of this rela-
tively tranquil bird until it’s startled into flight. Like 

all birds, it has a disturbance buffer zone. You know 
the flight sound, I’m sure. It’s a discomforting whin-
nying produced by specialized wing feathers. The 
more frightened the bird, the faster and steeper the 
takeoff, and the stronger and faster the wing whis-
tles. This sound is thought to be an alarm signal to 
warn flock mates of potential predators.

It may come as no surprise that the mourning 
dove population is estimated to number over 350 
million in the United States. To many people this 
is a ‘trash bird;’ however, because it is a native spe-
cies, it is protected by the Migratory Bird Treaty Act 
(https://www.fws.gov/birds/policies-and-regula-
tions/laws-legislations/migratory-bird-treaty-act.
php). Though mourning dove numbers are declining 
in some regions, overall they appear stable. Here’s 
why this is remarkable. 

The average mourning dove lives only about a 
year; there are a number of factors that contribute to 
its mortality. About 20 million are legally harvested 
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every year, which according to a 2007 report by the 
US Fish and Wildlife Service, exceeds the annual 
harvest of all other migratory game birds combined 
(Dolton et al., 2007). Mourning doves are a common 
prey of falcons (Figure 1) and hawks as well. During 
the nesting season, its eggs are lost to wildlife such 
a raccoons, crows, jays, grackles, outdoor cats, and 
rat snakes. Furthermore, their fragile platform nests 
stand little chance in high winds and thunder-
storms. Yet despite these depredations, mourning 
dove populations are robust due to their remarkable 
adaptability.

Life history characteristics
The mourning dove has successfully adapted 

to almost every habitat. Deep woods and extensive 
forests are about the only places where it appears 
to have no measurable presence. We encounter it 
across the broad geography of human development 

Figure 1: Mourning doves are prey for falcons and hawks. 
Photo by Chris Buchanas.

Figure 2. Photo by Todd Maertz. Figure 3. Photo by Dennis Jarvis .

Figure 4. Photo by Mari Dryfhout. Figure 5. Photo by Judy M. Darby.



44Winter 2021

WESTERN Arborist

and in open woodlands. And it nests virtually any-
where from the ground to 250 feet, even in cacti and 
palms. (Figures 2-5). It’s the most abundant breeding 
species in Arizona and is often mistaken for its closest 
relative there, the white-winged dove (Zenaida asiati-
ca, Figure 6). Can you spot the difference? In Nevada 
a high percentage are found in riparian areas and 

pinyon-juniper habitats. A small pop-
ulation exists in Hawaiʻi where it was 
introduced between 1962-1965. 

Between February and October in 
southern latitudes parents may raise 
two offspring about every thirty days 
(Figure 7). Ponder this—one year to 
live, and possibly seven months spent 
reproducing! So you might want to 
make a note to remain alert for signs 
of nesting, even after August when 
most birds are no longer breeding.

Mated pairs are monogamous for 
the breeding period and share care of 
the young. Though the male chooses 
the location and provides the nest ma-
terial, the female does the building. 
It’s a curiosity to me that her habit 
of building shallow, loosely formed 

nests persists despite the intrinsic risks 
posed by some substrates. A few twigs 

may be sufficient when nesting on a firm foundation, 
but on an exposed ledge or in a climbing vine or tan-
gle, it is an accident waiting to happen. Both parents 
incubate and care for their young which are referred 
to as ‘squabs’. About a month is required from the 
onset of incubation to fledging, but in some cases be-
fore her young have left, the female may start to lay 
eggs in the same or another nest.

Figure 6. In Arizona the mourning dove is often mistaken for the white-
winged dove. Photo by Alan Schmierer.

Figure 7. Two whitish, unmarked eggs are common among 
southern breeders. Photo by Huaykwang.

Figure 8. Adults regurgitate seeds for immature offspring. 
Photo by Peggy Honda.
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If you find a failed nest, you can 
give parents a chance to safely re-
nest nearby by installing a suitable 
container or structure in its place. 
Science-based guidance on this pro-
ject is available from the Cornell 
Lab of Ornithology (see references). 
Whatever container you come up 
with, be sure it has holes for drainage, 
is shallow enough to allow parents to 
look out while on the nest, and pro-
vides at least 12” clearing space to ac-
commodate the adult’s long tail.

Specialized feeding and drinking 
behavior

One of the most interesting traits 
of the Columbidae is their unique 
method of feeding their young. Both 
parents have an enlargement of the es-
ophagus called the crop. Just before the young hatch 
the parents begin to develop a thickened lining of 
cells rich in nutrients, which breaks down to produce 
“crop milk.” It has the consistency of cottage cheese. 
Squabs request to be fed by tapping the parent’s bill 
with their own. They insert their bill inside the bill 
of the parent where the milk is regurgitated. A reg-
ular diet of regurgitated seeds begins after the first 
week or so and continues until young can forage in-
dependently (Figure 8). 

You probably have observed that the mourning 
dove is primarily a ground-feeder and prefers bare 
ground. If you think about it, its brown-grey colora-
tion makes sense, doesn’t it? Note the greater camou-
flage value of fledgling feathers (Figure 9). Though 
fruit and insects are occasionally consumed, seeds 
from cultivated and wild plants make up most of its 
diet. Almost everyone with a seed feeder has seen a 
mourning dove. And yes, growers of cereal grains 
sometimes find them a pest. 

One thing about the mourning dove’s eating be-
havior is not obvious. When foraging in the open, 
the bird’s pattern is to store many seeds in its crop. 
When filled, it goes to a roosting site to digest them. 
Some speculate this is to limit its exposure to preda-
tors. Cornell Lab of Ornithology Birds of the World 
data base reports that the dove’s highest record for 
seed storage is 17,200 bluegrass seeds (Otis et al., 
2020). Uh huh! One bird!

Mourning doves need lots of surface water for 
drinking each day and will fly many miles in the 

morning and evening to acquire it. In desert regions 
water catchment areas for wildlife have undoubtedly 
benefitted them greatly. If you have a bird bath you 
may have noticed that mourning doves drink while 
keeping their heads down (Figure 10). Here’s a cool 
fact. Pigeons and doves are among a small number 
of birds capable of suctioning water into the esoph-
agus. Other birds must raise their head to let it run 
down their throat.

Coded for long-distance navigation
Though most Southwestern populations of 

mourning doves are likely year-round residents, 
in winter some northern breeders migrate long 
distances to more hospitable southern climates in 
Mexico and Central America. An extinct relative, 
the passenger pigeon (Ectopistes migratorius), got its 
name from the French term pigeon de passage, refer-
ring to the massive migrations of these birds in the 
sky. A flock reported in Ontario in 1866 was report-
ed to be a mile wide, 300 miles long, and taking 14 
hours to pass overhead (Anonymous, n.d.). The late 
nineteenth century was a cemetery for the species. 
Rapid habitat loss and excessive hunting resulted in 
their extinction. 

Perhaps you’re also familiar with the term ‘carrier 
pigeon’? It applies to members of this family which, 
during World War One and Two, were celebrated 
‘messengers’ between soldiers at the front and those 
behind enemy lines. Many made it through heavy 
artillery fire while carrying critical information tied 

Figure 9. Plumage of immature birds have extra camouflage value. Photo 
by Peggy Honda.
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to their legs. Lives were saved as a result. And this 
leads us to the mourning dove’s symbolic impor-
tance to people.

A symbol of peace
How often are we at a loss for words when writ-

ing a note of sympathy? For as long as I can remem-
ber my inadequate metaphor has been: “I am a dove 
on your shoulder during this sorrowful time.” In 
some unconscious way I’ve known all along that a 
mourning dove’s quiet, dependable presence makes 
it a comforting companion, a symbol of peace. What 
better bird for this purpose than one which is gener-
ally tranquil and is feathered in the hopeful hues of 
soil? I am not alone in this impression because imag-
es of doves are often on sympathy cards and histori-
cally on postage stamps, carved in human structures 
and on gravestones. 

Would I notice if the mourning dove was no 
longer abundant? I would miss their assembly on 
powerlines. I know them by their relatively small 
heads, square shoulders and long, tapered tails. I 
would miss them at my bird bath at dawn and dusk, 
and on my backyard fence where mated pairs end 

the day by preening each other’s necks. I’d miss the 
way they face the receeding, light-blazed west until 
their identities are lost in their deepening silhouettes.

Gillian Martin
Co-leader, Tree Care for Birds 
Committee of WCISA
Gillian.Martin@CavityConservation.com

Figure 10. Unlike most other birds, pigeons and doves can 
drink by suction. Photo by Brian Lasenby.
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