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Western Kingbird (Tyrannus verticalis) Feeds Pacific Chorus Frog 
(Pseudacris regilla) to Fledglings

Allison B. Titus

Center for Natural Lands Management, 27258 Via Industria, Suite B., Temecula, California 92590; e-mail: atitus@cnlm.org

Abstract.—Western Kingbirds (Tyrannus verticalis) are migratory flycatchers that breed in spring and summer in the 
Western U.S. and winter in Central America.  They are insect specialists that supplement their diet with arthropods and 
occasionally fruits and berries.  Here, I report predation by a Western Kingbird on Pacific Chorus Frog (Pseudacris regilla) 
to feed to three fledglings in Sacramento County, California.  Pacific Chorus Frogs are common prey for many guilds of 
birds in California but are not documented as prey to flycatchers.  To the best of my knowledge, this is a novel observation 
of a Western Kingbird, an insectivorous aerial hunter, repeatedly catching and feeding Pacific Chorus Frogs to fledglings.

Key Words.—diet; fledgling; foraging; grassland; predation; prey; Tyrannidae 

Western Kingbirds (Tyrannus verticalis) are primarily 
insectivorous flycatchers that occasionally eat fruits and 
berries (Gamble and Bergin 2020), and rarely small 
vertebrates such as frogs (Terres 1980).  They are a 
migratory species that breed in spring and summer in 
western North America and spend winters in Central 
America (Gamble and Bergin 2020).  The widespread 
and abundant Pacific Chorus Frog (Pseudacris regilla) is 
common prey to various guilds of birds such as herons, 
hawks, and ducks (Ethier et al. 2021).  They are less 
common as prey for passerine birds in the Central Valley 
of California, the focal area of this observation, with the 
exception of some families such as shrikes (Laniidae) 
and corvids (Corvidae; Alvarez 2005; Winkler et al. 
2020a,b; Olson and Titus 2022). 

Western Kingbirds and Pacific Chorus Frogs are 
both commonly observed species at the Illa M. Collin 
Conservation Preserve in Sacramento County, California 
(Center for Natural Lands Management [CNLM] 2022).  
This preserve (38.5398°N, 121.2875°W, WGS 84) is a 
vernal pool and annual grassland landscape with small 
creeks and riparian areas.  It is bordered primarily 
by residential development as well as an airport and 
undeveloped non-native annual grasslands.  On 9 June 
2023 at 0842, I observed an adult Western Kingbird feed 
each of its three fledglings a Pacific Chorus Frog at the 
preserve (Fig. 1).  The three fledglings were perched 
on a sign adjacent to a road with open grassland on one 
side and riparian edge habitat on the other.  They were 
demonstrating begging behavior, with mouths agape 
and frequent calls.  The adult Western Kingbird would 
leave the fledglings for a few minutes and return with a 
chorus frog foraged from the slow-moving creek about 
50 m away.  The chorus frogs captured by the Western 
Kingbird were identified by their size and characteristic 
mask over the eye, and appeared to be adult frogs 
without the remnant tail appendages found on post-
metamorphic frogs.  The fledglings were fed one frog at 

a time, with each fledgling swallowing the prey whole.  
The adult kingbird diligently ensured each fledgling ate 
one chorus frog, despite competitive begging behavior 
between the siblings.  I observed a more dominant 
fledgling make several attempts to eat additional chorus 
frogs, unsuccessfully, before its subdominant siblings.  
These observations were made from within a stationary 
vehicle, which acted as a blind, and facilitated clear and 
continuous observations.

Because Western Kingbirds are migratory, they 
may be more likely to vary their diet depending on 
prey availability (Parrish 2000).  This species has 
been documented displaying opportunistic and flexible 
foraging strategies on tiger beetles (Cicindelidae) 
and other insects (Goldberg 1979; Schultz 1983).  
Additionally, research by Tallamy (2019) and other 
ornithologists has shown that many species of birds 
feed their young nutrient-dense foods that may differ 
from a typical adult diet.  Western Kingbirds, however, 
are widely understood to be insect specialists with one 
of the smallest bill sizes of North American kingbird 
species (Kaufmann 1992).  There is a paucity of data 
on predation of larger vertebrate prey such as frogs 
and, to my knowledge, there are no accounts of this 
species preying on small vertebrates to feed nestlings 
or fledglings.  A single reference stated that Western 
Kingbirds occasionally take tree frogs as prey, but it does 
not include region, frog species, or any other descriptive 
information (Terres 1980).  There have been limited 
accounts of other kingbird species preying on small 
vertebrates.  For example, Ohlendorf (1974) observed a 
Cassin’s Kingbird (Tyrannus vociferans) eating a small 
rodent in a study in Texas.  Neotropical passerine birds 
more often eat reptiles and amphibians (Poulin et al. 
2001) and there are a few records of the closely related 
Tropical Kingbird (Tyrannus melancholicus) eating 
small vertebrates such as House Geckos (Hemidactylus 
frenatus; Ramirez-Fernandez et al. 2019), tree frogs 
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(Skutch 1954), and small fish (González-Oreja and 
Jiménez-Moreno 2018).  Typical Western Kingbird 
prey such as grasshoppers, wasps, and bees (Beal 
1912) are commonly observed and abundant at the 
preserve.  Pacific Chorus Frogs are also a common and 
widespread species at the preserve and perhaps an easy, 
high nutrition prey source at this particular location 
(CNLM 2022).  My observation of an adult Western 
Kingbird feeding multiple Pacific Chorus Frogs to 
young fledglings seems to be a novel occurrence and 
contributes to scant observations of Western Kingbird 
predation on frogs (Terres 1980).  This account adds to 

a more comprehensive understanding of the life-history 
traits of both Western Kingbirds and Pacific Chorus 
Frogs, and their roles in North American food webs.
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Figure 1.  Western Kingbird (Tyrannus verticalis) feeding 
Pacific Chorus Frogs (Pseudacris regilla) to fledglings in 
Sacramento County, California, USA.  (A) Although somewhat 
hard to see, there is a characteristic mask over the Pacific 
Chorus Frog eye.  (B and C) Both siblings on the right show 
more aggressive begging behavior than the sibling on the 
left.  The sibling on the left was the last to be fed by the adult. 
(Photographed by Allison B. Titus).
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