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NOTES ON THE BEARDED TIT. 
BY 

E. L. T U R N E R , HOST. MEM. B.O.TJ. 

[PtATB 4.] 

I F the bird-photographer is ever in the unlikely position 
of being in want of work during the few brief weeks at 
his disposal, time spent in watching Bearded Tits (Panurus 
biarmicus) and their fascinating ways, is never wasted. 
They are so absolutely absorbed in the details of their 
own domestic life to the exclusion of all outside interests ; 
and in addition to their natural beauty and grace, so full 
of surprises and devoid of fear : that one can always find 
out something new concerning their habits. Perhaps, 
however, these characteristics are more prominent in the 
female than in the male, for the latter is less confiding, 
unless robbed of his mate, and very shy of the camera. 

This last June I put up my tent beside a nest about a 
week before attempting to photograph its occupants. 
So long as the tent alone was there, neither of the adult 
birds showed any fear, but when once the lens appeared 
the male bird's courage vanished. He was the first to 
return as soon as I had settled in, and always brought a 
very large green caterpillar, which he himself eventually 
swallowed in sheer fear, and would not repeat his visits, 
though diligent in collecting flies for his mate, who showed 
no alarm. This cowardice on the part of the cock was 
obviously a source of annoyance to the hen, for, when 
weary with the extra exertion entailed upon her by his 
defections, she would brood over the young, during which 
time she evidently expected the cock to bring supplies. 
However, he did nothing but run to and fro behind the 
nest. This caused her to ruffle up her feathers and make 
sundr}' short, sharp remarks in answer to his grumbling, 
finally darting at him and driving him away. Having 
thus relieved her feelings, she set to work with redoubled 
energy. This little by-play occurred about every hour. 
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I have never seen any other species pay such attention 
to the toilet of her young as is the case with the hen 
Bearded Tit. Not satisfied with the ordinary sanitation 
of the nest, she will, when brooding, restlessly peck at the 
lining, apparently removing and swallowing those minute 

BEARDED T I T : A SHY MALE. 

(Photographed by Miss E . L. Turner.) 

insects which usually infest nests. She will often stand 
up and carefully comb the tiny sprouting head-feathers 
of each youngster in turn, by gently drawing the little 
bristles through her bill. Doubtless this helps to remove 
the feather-scales; a t any rate, the little ones seem 
highly to appreciate the process. I have never seen 
other parent-birds fuss over their young in this manner ; 
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as a rule they have no time for such delicate attentions ; 
but the hen Bearded Tit is even more full of compressed 
energy than the Common Wren, and can hardly be said 
to rest even when brooding. 

The cock, however, does not permit his masculine mind 
to be perturbed by these cares, though he is a curious mix-

BEARDED T I T : INSPECTING THE NURSERY. 

(Photographed by Miss E . L. Turner.) 

ture of virility and feminine attention to detail. Both 
sexes build the nest, but it is the male that adds the 
lining, after the first eggs are laid, carefully selecting the 
brown feathery panicles of the reed Arundo phragmitis 
for this purpose. Amongst other birds—warblers especi
ally—the rough work is done by the male while minute 
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details of furnishing are left to the female. I t is evident 
from the many cases tha t have been brought to my 
notice, tha t the cock Bearded Tit sometimes makes a 
muddle of this, and in adding the lining occasionally 
Covers up one or two eggs altogether, which may be found 
embedded in the nest after the young have flovvn. 

BEAEDED T I T : CLKANIXG THE ]^EST. 

(Photographed by Miss E . L. Turner.) 

I once rescued two pairs of Bearded Tits from a London 
dealer and transferred them to an outside aviary until 
I could take them to Norfolk. During the three months 
I kept these birds in captivity they seemed to me quite 
the most affectionate species imaginable. They roosted 
side by side, and the cock always spread one wing over 
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the hen, so that when their heads were tucked away and 
the contour feathers fluffed out, they looked like one little 
feathery ball. When feeding they frequently scratched 
on the aviary floor after the manner of barn-door fowls ; 
perhaps because in nature they so often hunt for food 
amongst the ooze. They bathed every day, and always 
together. Their method of drying themselves was 
amusing. They would sit huddled up together till dry 
on the sides touching each other ; then reversing their 
respective positions they proceeded to dry the other side, 
mutual warmth evidently assisting the process. 

Unfortunately I lost both the hens. I then put the two 
cocks together, and they lived in the same loving fashion, 
roosting and bathing in exactly the same way as the pair 
had done. One was a very handsome bird, but the other, 
in addition to a generally dishevelled appearance, was 
minus a tail. They continued to live in perfect harmony 
until one evening, when I introduced a foreign hen. Then 
came discord. In less than five minutes the hen showed 
a decided preference for the more handsome male, and he 
began to chase and bully his rival with such vigour that 
I had to interfere and rescue the weaker bird. The 
accepted lover then went through a beautiful display. 
The grey head-feathers were raised so as to form a 
kind of crest, the black " beard " was puffed out in an 
obviously irresistible manner, while the long tail was 
spread fan-wise and held erect in such a way tha t the 
jet-black under-coverts were brought into prominence. 
Meanwhile the female sat preening herself with a very 
self-conscious air, and continued to do so till satisfied tha t 
her personal appearance was beyond reproach. Having 
completed her toilet she spread out her tail and danced a 
" pas seul," which seemed to inflame her admirer to yet 
greater ardour. Finally, after much posing on the par t 
of both birds, they nestled close together and settled 
down quietly. 

The flight of the Bearded Tit is usually laboured, undu
lating and slow, and as a rule they merely flit from one 
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reed-becl to another. But on one or two occasions it 
has been my good fortune to witness what must have 
been part of the courting display. Both birds slowly 
leave the sheltering reed-beds and with metallic call-note 
rise gradually into the air. There is no undue haste, 
when once the couple begin to "soar . " With expanded 
tail and quivering wings they float upwards ; sometimes 
the male will be uppermost, sometimes the female ; so 
they rise alternately until both are mere specks in the 
blue—then suddenly they drop like stones into the 
reeds. The tail plays a prominent part in the mechanism 
of the Bearded Tit 's flight, for whether moving quickly or 
slowly, there is always a rhythmic double-movement going 
on. The tail is spread fan-wise, and a t the same moment 
is given a swift, spiral twist ; this double-movement is 
extremely rapid, but very apparent, especially in windy 
weather. The twist is due to voluntary muscular action 
and must somehow assist in steadying these birds, which 
dislike a rough breeze and often require all their strength 
and skill to batt le against the wind. The movement 
may be akin to the swift spiral twist a squirrel gives its 
hind legs when taking an extra long jump. This " rifling " 
certainly imparts steadiness to the squirrel and enables it 
to alight with unerring accuracy on any given spot. 

During the winter my captive birds would tunnel some 
distance into the coarse herbage and disappear from view 
for hours. One of these tunnels was over a foot in length, 
and the first time I lost sight of the birds I thought they 
had been carried off by a rat , but on examining this tunnel 
I found them nestling together at the far end, out of the 
wind. 

I could never induce them to eat seed of any kind, but 
in addition to insect-foods, supplied them daily with loose 
tufts of matted vegetation, consisting chiefly of canary 
seed which sprouts rapidly, but has no depth of root. So 
fond were the birds of this material, tha t they would 
perch on my hands and attack the tufts before I could 
strew them on the ground ; instantly tearing away the 
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loose mould with beak and claws, and picking out the 
minute white larvae with which it was infested. 

In the natural state their principal food consists of the 
larvae of Laverna phragmitella, which commence to burrow 
into the reed-mace during August, and remain there all 
the winter, causing the " poker " to burst out and become 
fluffy. They also feed upon another grub which burrows 
into the reed-stalks. The fact that these frail-looking 
birds can endure the rigours of a Broadland winter, tends 
to prove that their diet must be a catholic one ; yet their 
numbers are undoubtedly lessened by a spell of hard 
weather, for the actual pairs of breeding birds in any given 
area are considerably reduced after a severe winter. An 
unkind spring too, will work havoc amongst the newly-
fledged Bearded Tits. On May 5th, 1910, I came upon 
fifteen young birds, dotted around the edge of a little 
inland lagoon which was surrounded by a stubbly fringe 
of reeds. A narrow dyke ran alongside and by holding 
on to the vegetation I edged my canoe close to the birds 
and watched. The air was full of the hum of insect life, 
and scores of delicate winged flies were seized by the 
busy parents for their respective broods ; which, by the 
bye, were not clamorous as are the young of so many other 
species, but appear quite contentedly to await their turn. 
Up in the blue sky Redshanks were whistling, while Lap
wings called to one another or hurled themselves towards 
the earth and rose again in an ecstasy of love and madness ; 
Snipe bleated dreamily, and peace reigned. Suddenly 
the hitherto brilliant sun became overclouded, the wind 
arose, and away over the broad there came a sound of 
lashing hail upon the open water. In two minutes I was 
back in my house-boat behind closed doors ; while less 
than twenty minutes later my man was shovelling away 
ice from the stern-sheets before the doors could be opened. 
I cannot tell what became of the young Bearded Tits. 
I t seems to me that such sudden changes of temperature, 
together with the tremendous downpour of stinging hail-
bullets, must surely destroy numbers of half-grown birds. 
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At any rate, I did not again see so many Bearded Tits in 
that one feeding-ground. While yet in the nest they are 
so well hidden amongst dense overgrowth, tha t they 
do not suffer much from exposure. But sudden storms 
shatter birds' nerves, and inexperienced young cannot 
always be rounded into a place of safety by half-distracted 
and anxious parents. 
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BEARDED TIT: THE RESTLESS MOTHER. 

(Photographed by Miss E. L. Turner.) 
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