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Day-old quail hatchlings survey their new world.
Photos courtesy Wildcare Eastern Sierra

On left, damp and tired, a hatchling finally escapes its eggshell. On right, another hatch-
ling’s head begins to appear from its shell.

By Cindy Kamler

In my last column, I 
wrote about the differ-
ences between altricial 
and precocial birds. When 
precocial birds (mostly 
ground nesting) hatch, 
they have down, eyes are 
open, and they can walk 
around almost immedi-
ately. Parents show them 
how and where to find 
food, but do not feed 
them directly. One of our 
local species, the 
California quail, is con-
sidered precocial. Not 
long after writing that 
column, Wildcare Eastern 
Sierra faced a challenge 
when a clutch of 
California quail was  
brought to us for help. 
I’d like to share this expe-
rience and what we 
learned.

A Chalfant resident 
was enjoying his daily 
opportunity to watch a 
mother quail on her eggs 
in a ground nest near his 
yard. He looked toward 
the nest; mom was not 
on her eggs. Scanning the 
area, he noted numerous 
quail feathers scattered 
on the grass. A predator 
had caught and killed the 
brooding female. Looking 
back at the empty nest, 
he spotted a tiny newly-
hatched quail! He also 
spotted a gopher snake 
approaching the unguard-

ed nest and eggs. Chasing 
the snake away, he 
grabbed a cardboard box, 
quickly gathered up the 
hatchling and eggs, made 
a call to Wildcare, and 
headed toward our center 
at Keough’s. 

Here at the center, 
Cindy and Leith stayed 
late to receive the 
orphaned babies. On 
arrival, we found nine 
hatchlings (just out of 
the egg), two eggs in the 
active process of hatch-
ing, and several empty 
eggshells. 

The first order of busi-
ness is to warm up the 
small cold chicks as well 
as the two eggs in which 
the inmates are working 
to open their shells. This 
is the first time in my 35 
years of rehab work to 
watch eggs hatching! 

Using an “egg tooth” 
attached to the beak, a 
first break is made in the 
large end of the egg. As 
the crack lengthens, we 
can see the tiny beak 
breaking through the 
shell. More of the beak 
and head can be seen 
with each peck. At some 
point, the bird starts to 
breathe air. This process 
can take from four to 12 
hours. The opening does 
not completely encircle 
the shell. Rather, a kind 
of hatch (like on a sub-
marine) begins to lift as 
the newborn pushes 
more and more of its 
head through the open-
ing. The struggle can take 
many minutes; the body 
slowly, with great effort, 
follows the head through 
the opening until the tiny 
exhausted body is lying 
on a warm fleece blanket. 

While monitoring the 
hatching, we set up a 
small cage lined almost 
entirely by heating pads. 
In one corner, a feather 
duster is suspended over 
a piece of soft fleece, 
providing a “mom” under 
which the babies can cud-
dle. The seven early 
hatchers intermittently 
tried their legs, standing 
and wobbling. Most of 
the time, they rested.

Sadly, two hatchlings 
died. 

Bird embryos contain 

yolk sacs that supply 
their nourishment. A day 
or two before hatching, a 
chick draws what 
remains of the yolk into 
its body to “use for 
lunch” when it hatches. 
This process means the 
hatchling doesn’t need to 
be fed for a few days 
after hatching.

The hatching process 
can last from four to 12 
hours before the chick 
breaks free from the 
shell. When it is free 
from the shell, the chick 
is wet and very tired. For 
the next several hours, it 
will lie still and rest. 
When our two late hatch-
ers manage a few stag-
gers, we place the seven 
survivors under mom, 
turn out the lights, and 
wait until the next morn-
ing.

Holding my breath, I 
uncovered the cage and 
gently searched through 
“mom’s” feathers and the 
soft fleece bedding. I 
found six active chicks; 
one had died. 

The pattern for Day 1 
consists of many hours 
of sleeping under the 
duster. Every few hours, 
or when we disturb them 
to check on their condi-
tion, the tiny quail ven-
ture rather unsteadily a 
few inches from the shel-
ter of mom’s feathers. 
After a few minutes, they 

retire for further rest. We 
place small amounts of 
food (chick starter, tiny 
seeds and reptile pellets) 
on the ground close to 
the “Mom” corner. A tiny 
jar lid filled with marbles 
and a small amount of 
water is placed on the far 
side of the cage.  

On Day 2, we lost one 
more chick. Five had sur-
vived. The activity pat-
tern is similar, but the lit-
tle quail are stronger and 
steadier. They can move 
around longer and far-
ther from “Mom.” I watch 
as they notice the small 
specks of foods on the 
ground and begin to 
inspect it with their 
beaks. Precocial birds are 
not fed by their parents. 
Rather, the parents lead 
them to the various 
foods (seed, insects pri-
marily) and show them 
what, where and how. We 
reach in with a couple of 
fingers and tap at the 
various foods on the 
ground or in small jar 
lids. They begin to catch 
on.

By Day 3, they began 
to eat foods on their own. 
An occasional finger tap 
helps. We added tiny 
mealworms to the ban-
quet. They ate them 
eagerly once they learned 
how to catch and eat 
these little wigglers. They 
still take frequent naps. 

Staff diligently weighs 
each tiny quail daily to 
ensure they are gaining 
weight steadily, which 
they are. The final five 
are now embarked on the 
further weeks they will 
need to replace their 
down with feathers, grow 
bigger and stronger and, 
eventually, learn to fly. 
One day in the not too 
distant future, they will 
be released into their 
wild lives.

Rehabilitating our 
injured, orphaned, and 
sick wild brothers is 
rewarding, challenging, 
and sometimes heart-
breaking. Our close-up 
work with these fellow 
beings gives us the 
opportunity to witness 
many of the amazing 
miracles that Mother 
Earth has created. 
Helping to save these vul-
nerable little creatures 
has been one of the 
greatest gifts I have been 
given. 

(Living with Wildlife is 
a program of Wildcare 
Eastern Sierra (formerly 
Eastern Sierra Wildlife 
Care) dedicated to helping 
the people of the Eastern 
Sierra live in harmony 
with our wild neigh-
bors. For further informa-
tion, contact Executive 
Director Cindy Kamler at 
(760) 872-1487.)
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