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Abstract 

 

The Ash-breasted Tit-Tyrant (Anairetes alpinus) is a range-restricted flycatcher (Tyrannidae) inhabiting the high Andes of 

Peru, Bolivia, and Argentina.  I provide the first description of nest architecture for this species based on a nest encountered 

in southern Peru.  The nest was a deep, compact cup of moss, thickly but loosely lined with feathers and built 1.4 m above 

the ground in a hanging epiphyte clump.  It was similar in architecture and means of support to the nests of other Anairetes, 

all of which also share an internal lining of feathers.   

 

Key words: Anairetes alpinus, Andes, diet, nest architecture, parental care, Peru, Polylepis, Tyrannidae. 

 

Resumen 

 

El Cachudito Pechiceniza (Anairetes alpinus) es una atrapamoscas (Tyrannidae) de distribución restringida que habita las 

alturas de los Andes de Peru, Bolivia, y Argentina.  Yo describo, por la primera vez la arquitectura del nido para esta especie, 

basada en un nido encontrado en el sur de Peru.  El nido era una copa compacta y profunda, tejida externamente de mus-

gos y con el interior bastante relleno de plumas.  El nido era ubicado en una masa de epifitas, 1.4 m sobre el suelo.  La ar-

quitectura y modo de fijación fueron muy parecidos a los nidos de otras especies de Anairetes, con los que también com-

parten un forro interno de plumas. 

 

Palabras clave: Anairetes alpinus, Andes, dieta, arquitectura del nido, cuidado parental, Peru, Polylepis, Tyrannidae. 

The genus Anairetes consists of 6-8 small flycat-

chers, the reproductive habits of which are poorly 

known (Fitzpatrick 2004, Remsen et al. 2013). The 

intrageneric relationships and generic affinities of 

this group have long been debated, with members 

being placed, at various times, in the genera 

Spizitornis, Culicivora, Yanacea, Uromyias, and 

Euscarthmus (e.g., Cory & Hellmayr 1927, Zimmer 

1940, Lanyon 1988, Ridgely & Greenfield 2001; 

summarized in Fitzpatrick 2004). Two species have 

only recently been returned to the genus Uromy-

ias (DuBay & Witt 2012, Remsen et al. 2013), but 

are discussed here as part of Anairetes sensu lato.   

 

The Ash-breasted Tit-Tyrant (A. alpinus) was origi-

nally described in the monotypic genus Yanacea 

(Carriker 1933), but is currently considered closely 

related to the more widely distributed and better 

known Yellow-billed Tit-Tyrant A. flavirostris 

(Fitzpatrick 2004, Remsen et al. 2012), largely 

based on the molecular data of Sibley & Monroe 

(1990), Roy et al. (1999), and DuBay & Witt (2012).  

 

The Ash-breasted Tit-Tyrant is a range-restricted 

species found in the high (3700-4600 m) Andes of 

Peru and Bolivia, with small, scattered populations 

inhabiting increasingly fragmented Polylepis-

Gynoxys woodlands (Fitzpatrick 2004). Like many 

of its congeners, almost nothing is known of its re-

productive biology. Here I describe a nest found in 

Peru and provide brief observations on parental 

care and comparisons with the nests of related 

species.  

 

On 15 November 2011 I found a nest of Ash-

breasted Tit-Tyrant with two mid-aged nestlings at 

Abra Málaga, Department of Cuzco, Peru (13°

08'S, 72°19'W; 4100 m).  Habitat in the area con-
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sists of small (< 15 ha) patches of forest dominat-

ed by Polylepis (Rosaceae) and Gynoxys 

(Asteraceae) trees, generally less than 6 m tall.  

 

I watched and photographed two adults provi-

sioning their young from 1145 to 1230 h.  Of the 7 

food deliveries during this time, all consisted of 

multiple small (< 1.5 cm) prey items (Fig. 1).  

 

Adults foraged 10 to ca. 30 m from the nest, sally-

gleaning small insects from foliage, making long, 

directed flights back to the nest. Prey appeared to 

consist of soft-bodied flies (Nematocera) and hair-

less, green and brown lepidopteran larvae (at least 

some Geometridae and Noctuidae).  The adults 

were bold around the nest, arriving to feed while I 

was standing only 2-3 m away in unconcealed po-

sitions.  In one instance both adults were perched 

on the rim of the nest simultaneously, and one 

adult settled to brood after feeding, allowing me 

to approach to within 1 m before flushing.   

 

The nest was a deep, open cup built into a han-

ging clump of vines and epiphytes (Fig. 2), 1.4 m 

above the ground in a 5.5 m tall Polylepis tree.  It 

was situated such that it was well supported from 

the base by the crossing of ca. 5-6 thin vines, each 

extending upwards and partially supporting the 

nest laterally.  The nest was composed externally 

of tightly compacted moss and had a thick lining 

of feathers.  It rested upon, and within, the sup-

porting vines, and none of the nest material was 

wrapped or otherwise attached to the supports. 

 

This aspect of construction is not readily apparent 

from the photographs provided (Figs. 2-3), as nat-

urally-growing moss on the supporting vines 

helped to obscure the nest and create the mis-

leading impression that it is loosely built and well-

attached to surrounding supports.  Externally the 

nest was 9.5 cm wide by 10.5 cm tall.  Internally 

the chamber was 4.5 cm wide and 5.5 cm deep. 

 

The two nestlings weighed 11.1 and 10.9 g.  Both 

were partially feathered with contour feathers on 

all tracts having already broken their sheaths (Fig. 

4).  Long, white natal down-plumes remained, es-

pecially on the head and cervical region.  Similarly, 

rectrices and both primary and secondary flight 

feathers were beginning to emerge from their 

sheaths.  The second nestling (Fig. 4) appeared at 

least one day ahead of its sibling in this regard, 

with 8-11 mm of exposed feather compared to 
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Figure 1. Adult Ash-breasted Tit-Tyrant (Anairetes alpinus) 

with prey items to deliver to its nestlings, 15 November 2011, 

Abra Málaga, Department of Cuzco, Peru.  

Figure 2. Nest of Ash-breasted Tit-Tyrant (Anairetes alpinus), 

15 November 2011, Abra Málaga, Department of Cuzco, 

Peru. The thick feather lining is just visible in the round hole 

just above center. 



only 2-3 mm of exposed feather on the primaries 

of the heavier nestling.  Based on my experience 

with other tyrannid nestlings, this suggests that 

hatching was asynchronous.  Their legs and bills 

were dusky pink, with the lower mandibles being 

noticeably paler.  Their mouth linings were orange 

and rictal flanges were bright yellow. 

 

The depth of the internal nest cup, combined with 

the copious and loosely packed lining of feathers 

made the nestlings almost completely invisible, 

even when inspecting the nest from close range 

(Fig. 3).  Indeed, even while being fed (Fig. 5), the 

bright, conspicuously colored nestling gapes were 

barely visible from any perspective, with the pre-

sumed exception of the attending adult’s.  The 

nestlings remained motionless when I inspected 

the interior of the nest with my fingers, a behavior 

which may additionally help them avoid detection. 

Additional images of this nest, with associated 

nestlings and adults, have been archived with the 

Colaboraciones Americanas Sobre Aves project 

and are available at the following URL: http://

avesamericanas.lifedesks.org/pages/344. 

 

With the description of the nest of Ash-breasted 

Tit-Tyrant, only three of the eight members of the 

genus have completely unknown nesting biolo-

gies. The nest and eggs of Black-crested Tit-Tyrant 

(A. nigrocristatus), Unstreaked Tit-Tyrant (Uromyia 

agraphia), and Pied-crested Tit-Tyrant (A. regu-

loides) remain undescribed.  The nesting of Agile 

Tit-Tyrant (U. agilis) is known only from one nest 

found in northeastern Ecuador, but the eggs re-

main undescribed (Bonier et al. 2008).  The nest 

and eggs of the endemic Juan Fernández             

Tit-Tyrant (A. fernandezianus) were only recently 

described based on observations at several nests 

(Hahn 2006).  The relatively well studied Tufted        

Tit-Tyrant (A. parulus) has multiple descriptions of 

its nest and eggs scattered throughout the litera-

ture (Taczanowski 1884, Sclater 1888, Oates & 

Reid 1903, Hellmayr 1932, Lazo & Anabalon 1992, 

Willson et al. 2005),  but there have apparently 

been no detailed studies of its reproductive habits. 

The nesting of Yellow-breasted Tit-Tyrant (A. fla-

virostris) is known from a few basic nest descrip-

tions, and also from several studies examining 

nesting success and other aspects of its reproduc-

tive biology (Narosky & Salvador 1998; Mezquida 

2000, 2002; de la Peña 2001; Mezquida & Marone 

2001, 2003). 

 

The nest descriptions cited in the previous para-

graph provide enough data to make some prelim-

inary comparisons of nest architecture within the 
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Figure 3. Interior of the nest of Ash-breasted Tit-Tyrant 

(Anairetes alpinus) with two nestlings hidden by the dense 

lining of feathers, 15 November 2011, Abra Málaga, 

Department of Cuzco, Peru. 

Figure 4. Mid-aged nestling of Ash-breasted Tit-Tyrant 

(Anairetes alpinus), 15 November 2011, Abra Málaga, 

Department of Cuzco, Peru. 



genus.  All described Anairetes nests are deep, 

open cups, most closely matching the “high cup/

fork” nest-type described by Simon & Pacheco 

(2005).  Species vary somewhat, however, in the 

materials used for the external portion of the nest.  

Not surprisingly, each species seems to prefer ma-

terials which make their nests cryptic within their 

preferred nesting habitat (e.g., dry materials in arid 

habitats, fresh materials in more humid regions).  

 

Three aspects of nest architecture are strongly 

conserved.  Materials in the external portion of 

Anairetes nests are tightly woven and bound to-

gether, with nests described by various authors as 

“compact” or “neat,” and all described nests ap-

parently lack loose tails of material or copious dec-

orative additions to the outside.  Not all descrip-

tions are explicit in describing nest attachment, but 

from most it can be inferred that nests are placed, 

with little or no attachment or binding to the sup-

porting substrate. These two aspects of nest archi-

tecture are, admittedly, somewhat subjective and 

variable, but I suggest that both may be informa-

tive characters for the genus. Thirdly, the internal 

cups of all described nests of Anairetes are deeper 

than they are wide, and abundantly lined with 

feathers.  Undoubtedly these aspects provide ther-

mal insulation and protect eggs and nestlings from 

inclement weather.  As described above, however, 

and based on personal experience with nests of 

Tufted Tit-Tyrant (A. parulus), I believe these fea-

tures may additionally be important in camouflag-

ing the nestlings, at least until they are too large to 

remain hidden within the cup. 

 

My fieldwork in Peru was supported by a Ru-

benstein Fellowship and travel award by the 

Smithsonian Institution.  Equipment was purchased 

with the aid of donations to the Population Biolo-

gy Foundation by Matt Kaplan, John V. and the 

late Ruth Ann Moore, and Field Guides Inc. 
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