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Frugivory by the hummingbird Chlorostilbon notatus 
(Apodiformes: Trochilidae) in the Brazilian Amazon

Piero Angeli Ruschi1, 2,*

RESUMO: Frugivoria pelo beija-flor Chlorostilbon notatus (Apodiformes: 
Trochilidae) na Amazônia brasileira - Beija-flores dependem de néctar como 
sua principal fonte de energia para suprir sua alta demanda fisiológica. Exceções 
à dieta nectarívora são raras. O presente trabalho descreve pela primeira vez o 
consumo de frutos de calabura (Mutingia calabura) pelo beija-flor Chlorostilbon 
notatus, o qual foi registrado em Porto Velho, Rondônia, Brasil.
Palavras-chave: dieta, beija-flor-verde-de-garganta-azul, Muntingiaceae, 
Muntingia calabura, calabura.

ABSTRACT: Hummingbirds rely solely on nectar as the main source of energy 
to supply their high physiological demands. Exceptions to their nectarivorous 
diet are few. The present work describes for the first time the consumption of 
Jamaica Cherry fruit (Mutingia calabura) by the hummingbird Chlorostilbon 
notatus, recorded in Porto Velho, Rondônia, Brazil.
Key words: diet, Blue-chinned Sapphire, Muntingiaceae, Muntingia calabura, 
Jamaica Cherry.

Hummingbirds are well known to be the most specialized nectar eaters 
among vertebrates (Schuchmann, 1999). It is therefore not unexpected that 
hummingbirds rarely exploit alternative energy sources. These exceptions 
correspond to other six energy sources recorded so far: 1) small arthropods 
(Ruschi 1982; Schuchmann, 1999); 2) sap wells excavated by sapsucker 
woodpeckers (Freer, 1935; Miller & Nero,1983); 3) honeydew excreted by 
coccid larvae (Reicholf & Reicholf, 1973; R. Ridgley, pers. com in Miller 
& Nero, 1983); 4) pollen (Bent, 1940; Schuchmann, 1999); 5) small seeds 
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(Poulin et al., 1994); 6) fruit (Lack, 1976; Wendelken & Martin 1988; Poulin 
et al., 1994).

Five hummingbird species have been reported to feed from open fruits 
(exposed flesh) in natural conditions: The Jamaican Mango (Anthracothorax 
mango) upon cactus (Stenocereus	 hystrix) on Jamaica (Lack 1976); the 
Cinnamon hummingbird (Amazilia rutila) and the Plain-capped Starthroat 
(Heliomaster constantii) upon cactus (Stenocereus eichlamii and Pilosocereus 
maxonii) in Guatemala (Wedelken & Martin 1988); the Copper-rumped 
hummingbird (Amazilia tobaci) and the Buffy hummingbird (Leucippus	
fallax) in Venezuela (Poulin et al 1994), although the opened fruit plant species 
consumed were not given by the author. 

Herein, I report observations of the Blue-chinned Sapphire - 
Chlorostilbon notatus (Reich, 1793) foraging upon fruits of Jamaica Cherry 
(Muntingia calabura). Field work was conducted for 10 days in February 2013 
in the Brazilian Amazon, Porto Velho, Rondônia, along the right margin of 
Madeira River (8°40’ S 63°54’ W). Observations started at 05:00 and ended at 
17:00, totalizing 120h. 

Neither the Blue-chinned Sapphire nor the Jamaica Cherry had ever been 
documented in previous records of hummingbird fruit feeding. Their interaction 
differs from those previously described by the fact that these hummingbirds were 
feeding on closed fruits. In contrast to the previous records of hummingbird 
frugivory, the Jamaica Cherry is not found open with exposed flesh. This task 
requires the birds to puncture the fruit with their bills thereupon giving the 
birds access to the pulp. 

Muntingia calabura (Muntingiaceae) is a Tropical American native 
plant (Bayer et	al., 1998) known as Jamaica Cherry. It was introduced to Brazil 
where it has been given the name of “Calabura” (Souza & Lorenzi, 2005). This 
species is a pioneer invasive plant (Figueiredo et al., 2008) cultivated in urban 
areas (Silva Filho & Bortoleto, 2005) and can grow to 13 m high (Lorenzi et 
al., 2003). In Porto Velho, however, it is mostly found along the margins of 
Madeira River (Fig. 1A), as well as along streams feeding into the river. The 
flower of Jamaica Cherry is white with a shallow corolla (Fig. 1B), which, 
during my observations, was only visited by bees, wasps, and butterflies, and not 
hummingbirds. The fruit is spherical, measuring 1.4 cm in diameter, possessing 
a thin reddish peal and a transparent carpo of thin lamellar walls and fragile 
sweet juicy plumps (Fig. 1C). Hummingbirds were recorded drinking from the 
fruit throughout the day (from sunrise to sunset) for the duration of the field 
work. I also observed two species of passerine birds (Ramphocelus	carbo and 
Tangara	mexicana), bees, and wasps consuming this fruit.

In order to drink from Jamaica Cherry fruits, a hummingbird must 
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Figure 1. A) Jamaica Cherry fruit and plant at the right margin of Madeira River; B) 
Jamaica Cherry flower; C) Perpendicular cut view of the Jamaica Cherry fruit; D) 
Female Blue-chinned Sapphire (Chlorostilbon notatus) drinking from the Jamaica 
Cherry fruit. These pictures were extracted from a video footage, which is available at 
“youtube” and “vimeo” under the same title of the present paper – a file also related 
to its key-words and reference.

first puncture the peal with its bill closed. Then the bird pushes its bill inside 
the fruit and moves it in many directions to burst the vesicles. Once the juice 
is released from the vesicles, the bird drinks using its tongue (Fig. 1D), in a 
fashion similar to nectar feeding from flowers. The birds drank while they were 
perched, grabbing a leaf or branch, or hovering. After the bird finishes drinking, 
the hole on the fruit peal is closed by seeds. This same hole is often used again 
by the hummingbird for feeding, as well as by arthropods (i.e., bees and wasps). 

Interestingly, only the Blue-chinned Sapphire was recorded feeding 
on Jamaica Cherry fruits, whereas at least 14 other hummingbird species 
(Phaethornis	 hispidus,	 Threnetes	 leucurus,	Glaucis	 hirsutus,	 Florisuga	
mellivora,	Thalurania	furcata,	Campylopterus	largipennis,	Amazilia	fimbriata,	
Amazilia	 rondonie,	 Lophornis	 chalybeus,	Hylocharis	 cyannus,	 Polytmus	
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theresie,	Heliomaster	longirostris,	Anthracothorax	nigricollis	and Heliothryx	
aurita) apparently ignored it despite feeding on nectar from neighboring plants, 
particularly Inga	species. The Jamaica Cherry plants were aggressively defended 
by Blue-chinned Sapphire males against conspecific intruders. This species, 
which has a wide distribution in South America (Ruschi, 1982; Schuchmann 
1999), is also the most common species of hummingbird that I have found in 
Porto Velho during my visits to this locality in the last three years. Considering 
that the Jamaica Cherry is an exotic pioneer species already widespread in 
South America (Figueiredo et al., 2008), it will be interesting to see if other 
populations of Blue-chinned Sapphire or other hummingbird species also 
exploit this food resource.
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