
 
 

Red-winged blackbird 
Agelaius phoeniceus 
 
Who would guess that our region’s wetlands are home to the famed “black knight” of the bird world? If you 
have has a red-winged blackbird dive at you or have heard the familiar “oak-a-lee” attack cry, you know 
these birds deserve their nickname. 
 
Present throughout the Chicago River watershed, the red-winged blackbird gets its common name from its 
brilliant red shoulder patches with the yellow stripe. But only the males sport this dramatic plumage. 
Females are inconspicuous with brown and light colored striped feathers. This camouflage helps keep 
predators away as they rear their young. 
 
Red-winged blackbirds have a very large range across North America--from Canada south to the West 
Indies and Costa Rica. In the Chicago region, these birds will head south in October to return as one of the 
first signs of spring in March. 
 
In winter, red-winged blackbirds roost in large colonies that can number in the millions. However, that 
communal spirit wanes during mating season. Between March and late July the large groups fragment as 
males transform into brave “black knights.” Males are first to migrate to their spring quarters to establish a 
territory, which is almost always in a wetland area where seeds and insects—their favorite foods—are 
abundant.  
 
During mating season, females are courted by males who spread their wings to display their red shoulders 
while singing the “oak-a-lee” song. Funnily enough, this song is both for love and war as it is the same call 
used to defend a territory. 
 
In his territory a male establishes a group of up to 15 nesting females. However, up to 50% of the females 
actually carry the eggs of someone other than the territorial male. The male red-winged black bird will 
unwittingly defend the offspring of other males, bravely swooping down on any invaders, no matter how 
large, with an “oak-a-lee” battle cry. 
 
Females can produce up to three broods per season. With each clutch, females will lay three to four light 
green mottled eggs which hatch after 11-13 days. After about two weeks, the babies are ready to leave the 
nest, but cannot quite fly yet. When he is not defending the young ones, the male will also help care for the 
baby birds. 
 
The next time you find yourself in a wetland area listen for the sonorous “oak-a-lee” cry and know that the 
“black night” is nearby. 
 
 
 
 
 

  


