
PDTES 
PARENT-BIRDS REMOVING MATTER FROM 

THE GAPES OP NESTLINGS. 
FOE some years now I have been paying particular atten
tion to the nestlings of common birds. It is of course now 
known to all ornithologists that the parents keep the nest 
clean (as a general rule) by carrying away the excrement, 
and often by swallowing it, during the early part of the 
nestling-period. 

While watching these operations I noticed that, after 
feeding the young, the old birds almost always examined 
the gapes of the nestlings and often removed something 
from them. It was not at all easy to come to a conclusion 
as to what was removed, for it was usually impossible to 
obtain anything for examination, especially as most of 
the parent-birds swallowed what they removed. I feel 
convinced, however, that what is removed is either food 
which the nestling has not swallowed, or it is undigested 
matter that has returned to the gape. In the case of some 
of the warblers (Greater and Lesser Whitethroat, Blackcap, 
and Willow-Warbler especially) I have noticed that the matter 
removed often has the appearance of a caterpillar-skin, and 
I feel certain that the skins of caterpillars cannot be digested 
by the nestlings and are disposed of in this way. Dr. Wills 
and Mr. R. Iremonger both watched a Lesser Whitethroat's 
nest with me, and also considered that this was the case. 

I have also seen matter removed from the gape of nestling 
Cuckoos. Generally this was swallowed but once I saw it 
dropped by a Common Whitethroat. I was in a " hide " at 
the time and was afterwards unfortunately unable to find 
what the bird had for it fell into some rather tall after
math. So far as I could see it had the appearance of wings 
of various flies. Mr. H. Armytage Sanders, when photo
graphing a Cuckoo-nestling eight days old, saw the Hedge-
Sparrow foster-parent remove a white " b lob" from the 
Cuckoo's mouth and swallow it. This, I think, must have 
been a caterpillar-skin. At the time the Hedge-Sparrows 
also carried away the excrement of the young Cuckoo, for 
we saw it done several times. I have also examined a Cuckoo 
immediately after it was fed, and found no trace of food 
in the gape. I then waited until I saw the Hedge-Sparrow 
foster-parent approaching with food, and before it reached 
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the nest I examined the Cuckoo again and found that the 
gape then contained the remains of more than one fly. On 
another occasion I saw a cock Reed-Bunting put a caterpillar 
on the edge of the nest and remove something from a 
Cuckoo's gape. 

Unfortunately my time is too limited to enable me to 
investigate this matter thoroughly, and I only wish to suggest 
that here is an interesting little problem for ornithologists 
to solve. J. H. OWEN. 

BREEDING-HABITS OP THE MARSH- AND 
WILLOW-TITS. 

W H E F writing the paragraph to which Mr. Coward refers 
(antea, p. 116) in the British Bird Book, Vol. II., p. 180, 
practically the only available published account of the 
nesting of the Willow-Tit in Great Britain was that of 
Mr. A. Dixon, which first appeared in the Field (May 21st, 
1904), and which is referred to by Dr. Hartert, in the Bulletin 
B.O.G., XIV., p. 79, and by Dr. Tieehurst in the Birds of 
Kent, p. 81. Like most field-ornithologists, I was aware 
that wide differences existed in the nesting-habits of " Marsh-
Tits," and over twenty years ago I had found what I now 
know to have been the Willow-Tit nesting in west Suffolk, 
but at that time the distinctions in the appearance and notes 
of the two species had not been pointed out. I t was therefore 
only possible to write cautiously on the subject, and the 
untidy way in which the chips were left lying about by the 
pair of Willow-Tits watched by Mr. Dixon was specially 
commented on by him. 

During the past season I have been accumulating notes 
on the breeding-habits of these two species, in order to 
ascertain whether the distinctions which are supposed to 
exist in their nests are constant, and provide reliable 
material for identification. On the "whole the results are 
satisfactory and confirm our surmises, as may be seen from 
the details given below. 

BRITISH WILLOW-TIT (Partis atricapillus kleinschmidti). 
The birds observed by Mr. Dixon in 1904 were first noticed 

while excavating a nest-hole in a small decayed willow stump, 
about two feet high. On several occasions he noticed that 
the chips were left directly under the nest-hole. On May 9th 
the bird was caught on the eight eggs, which were heavily 
marked with red spots. The nest is described as "untidy 
and scanty, but of similar construction to that of most 
Tits." Dr. Hartert identified the bird in this case as the 
British Willow-Tit. 

K 
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On May 19th, 1913, Mr. P. 0. Dutton found a nest-hole 
of this species near Stone, Staffordshire, about three feet 
from the ground, in a rotten stump in a clump of ever
greens. This was close to the place where an exactly similar 
nest was found by him in 1911, and as the two agreed in 
every detail, the nests may safely be ascribed to the same 
species, and probably to the same pair of birds. In 1913 
the hen was sitting on a clutch of eight eggs, which were 
much incubated, and the nest consisted simply of a shallow 
cup of felted down mixed with a few small feathers and 
fibres of rotten wood. The down used was apparently 
that of the rabbit, but vegetable down was mixed with 
it, and there was no foundation of moss whatever. The 
nest-hole was neatly drilled out by the birds, and led into 
a well-rounded cavity, which had evidently been recently 
made. The hen-bird from this nest had the characteristic 
dull, unglossed crown and was undoubtedly a Willow-Tit. 
The nest of 1911 was in a rotten willow-stump, about two 
feet from the ground, and contained nine hard-set eggs 
on May 21st. The nest-hole, which was cut out by the 
birds, was very neatly drilled, and was six inches deep. 
There was no moss, and the whole of the felted lining of 
rabbit-down only weighed as much as a sixpenny-piece. 
The eggs were not heavily marked, and there were no chips 
lying about. 

Mr. H. W. Williamson sends some notes on a nest of a 
Willow-Tit, which was bored out in the stump of a storm-
snapped alder, about three inches in diameter, in a wood 
in Kent. 

On May 7th the hole was about nine inches deep, and 
on May 13th it contained four eggs, which were not covered 
up. The nest was a slight structure of felted material 
which looked like tow, and was probably composed of 
down with a few small feathers. In this case also there 
was no foundation of moss, the felted layer being only about 
a quarter of an inch in depth and having no perceptible 
hollow in the middle. The hen, in this case, was caught 
on the nest and examined carefully before being liberated. 

In a fourth case, in which a nest was found at Willington, 
South Derbyshire, by the Rev. W. M. Tomlinson, the nest 
and site agreed with those already described except that 
wood fibres and chips were present in greater quantities 
and there were more feathers than in the Staffordshire 
nests, but less down. The bird was not caught, but was 
described as having a dull black head without gloss. The 



VOL. VII.] NOTES. 143 

amount of nest-material in this nest was very small and 
there was no moss. 

A nest with five eggs found at Little Thurlow, Suffolk, 
on June 8th, 1891, was conspicuous on aeeount of the 
clean-cut circular entrance. The opening descended almost 
perpendicularly, and the nesting-chamber contained a 
scanty lining of willow-down. Another nest found on May 
9th, 1899, in Staffordshire, had a recently excavated circular 
opening, and was about five feet from the ground in a pollarded 
willow. A short passage led to the nest-hole, neatly chipped 
out of the soft wood, and the nest was a pad of rabbit's 
fur mixed with a few hairs and particles of rotten wood. 
It contained eight fresh eggs, sparingly marked with small 
reddish spots. The birds were not secured in either case, 
bat the characteristic notes of the Willow-Tit were heard 
and noted. No chips were left about below the nest-hole. 

To summarize, it will be seen that in every ease the nest 
was extremely scanty, in fact little more than a layer of 
down. In no case is moss mentioned as forming part of it, 
although it is characteristic of the other Tit's nests. In the 
case of the nest noted by Mr. Coward (antea, p. 116) the chips 
were carefully removed, while the birds observed by Mr. Dixon 
left them lying about, but in none of the other nests were 
they noticeably present, so that it is clear that this character 
is unreliable. In every case the whole of the nesting-chamber 
and entrance appeared to have been excavated by the birds 
themselves. The eggs found by Mr. Dixon were heavily 
marked, but those taken by Mr. Dutton and myself are on 
the other hand only lightly spotted, so that this character 
is also apparently variable. 

The late Dr. 0 . Ottosson informed me that in Sweden 
the nest of the Northern Willow-Tit (P. atricapillus borealis) 
could always be distinguished from that of the local race 
of the Marsh-Tit by the fact that it consisted simply of 
a slight pad of felted down, hair, etc., with no foundation 
of moss, in a hole worked by the birds themselves. 

BRITISH MAKSH-TIT (Parus palmtris dresseri). 

On June 2nd, 1913, I examined a Marsh-Tit's nest at 
Thorpe, Derbyshire, which contained well-grown young, 
which were being fed by both parents with caterpillars. 
I t was placed in a natural hollow ib. an alder-stump in a 
hedge-row, the entrance being directly above the nest. 
The hole was not a large one, but there was a substantial 
foundation of green moss, and on the top of this was the 
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felted hair-lining usually found in Tits' nests. No excava
tion had been done by the birds in this case. 

Dr. N. F. Ticehurst informs me that the Marsh-Tit 
occasionally breeds in nesting-boxes, and that the amount 
of moss used by way of foundation varies according to the 
size of the hollow, but it is always distinctly less than in 
the case of the Blue, Great, or Coal Tit. 

The South European Marsh-Tit (P. palustris stagnatilis) 
also has the same characteristic habits, for a nest found 
by me in 1910, in Roumania, was in a natural hollow in 
the trunk of a rotten tree, the opening only very slightly 
enlarged by the birds, and the bottom of the hole for eight 
or nine inches being filled with moss, on the top of which 
the warm nest of felted hair, etc., was placed. 

Most of the nests and eggs in collections have been taken 
as " Marsh-Tits " and may belong to either species, and the 
same may be said for most of the observations recorded, so that 
material for reliable distinctions is scarce. F. C. R. JOURDAIN. 

PIED FLYCATCHER ON MIGRATION IN SUSSEX. 
ON August 29th, 1913, my son Geoffrey shot an adult female 
Pied Flycatcher (Muscicapa h. hypoleuca), on the edge of 
St. Leonards Forest, about a mile from Horsham : it was 
feeding with a party of Spotted Flycatchers. This bird 
very rarely appears on migration in west Sussex, this being 
the first time I have seen it within the last twenty years. 

J. G. MILLAIS. 

COLOUR OF THE BEAK IN THE EIDER. 
WITH regard to Mr. H. W. Robinson's criticism (antea, p. 119) 
concerning the bill of the adult male British Eider {Somateria 
m. mollissima), I must dispute the fact that it is orange-
yellow at the base in life. In saying that it is "green" 
it must be taken into account that there are various shades 
of green, and in this case the portion alluded to is a very 
yellow-green to olive-green. I do not think that the specimen 
to which Mr. Robinson refers (that in the Oldham Museum) 
has any bearing on the case, as the bill of the Eider fades 
to various colours immediately after death, which are not 
seen in life. As regards the colour of the bill of the adult 
female in life, it is generally bluish-grey—but there is often 
a greenish-yellow tinge about the base. J. G. MILLAIS. 

COMMON SCOTERS OFF CARNARVONSHIRE 
IN SUMMER. 

MR. T. A. COWARD'S reference to the large numbers of 
Common Scoters (Oidemia n. nigra) in Liverpool Bay in 
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June, 1913 (antea, p. 118), is especially interesting, as it 
tends to ^confirm, what I myself observed in 1912, a report 
on which" appears in Vol. VI. (pp. 158-9) of this magazine. 
Last year I missed the birds altogether after August 8th, 
but this year they have remained off the North Wales coast 
during the whole summer and are still here (September 6th), 
though compared with last year they do not appear to be 
quite as numerous. Regularly each evening flocks, large 
and small, comprising black and brown birds, may be seen 
from the Great Orme's Head, winging their way from the 
east and passing to the west where, off the Anglesey shores, 
they spend the night, only to return the following morning 
to their feeding-grounds in Liverpool Bay. This year I 
noticed the first flocks on June 22nd, the same date on which 
they were first observed in 1912, though this may be nothing 
more than a coincidence. RICHAUD W. JONES. 

BREEDING-HABITS OF THE STEGANOPODES. 
IN his paper on the Steganopodes, pp. 94-100, Mr. Jourdain 
cites my mention of the earliest eggs of the Shag {Phalacrocorax 
g. graculus) known to me in 1900, as having been seen on 
April 6th. I have since been favoured with an earlier record 
by Mr. P. Hyde Maberly, of Beechmount, Crosshaven, co. 
Cork, who has written : " 29th March, 1908.—On the 23rd 
inst. (March) I took three fresh Shag's eggs from a nest on 
a cliff ledge at Robert's Head, getting within a few feet of 
the bird before putting it off. There were three Shag's 
nests nearly finished at the same place on March 4th." 

As the Shag nests in sheltered places—such as dens in 
boulder-clay, hollows under fallen masses of rock, ledges in 
the mouths of caves, and on the lower parts of overhanging 
cliffs—it is more likely than the Cormorant to escape observa
tion, and to lay early : as the Puffin, which lays in holes, 
breeds earlier than the Guillemot, which lays on open rocks. 

R. J. USSHBK. 
IN view of Mr. Jourdain's article on the nesting of the 
Steganopodes, in your last number, it may be interesting 
to state that the Cormorant seems to be an earlier nester 
than the Shag in the Scilly Isles. During my visit to the 
islands towards the end of May, 1911, the only colony of 
Cormorants which I came across was on the island of 
Maleggan, on May 22nd, and here all the nests contained 
young, varying from fully-fledged birds almost ready for 
flight to naked nestlings only a few days old; whereas 
Shags' nests, which were extremely numerous on all the 
islands, still contained eggs, no young at all being seen— 
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indeed the majority had not even finished laying, a very 
large number containing but one egg. H. W. ROBINSON. 

LAT1 NESTING OF DABCHICK. 
ON Sunday, August 24th, 1913, I saw three young Dabchieks 
(Golymbus r. rufwollis), about one day old, on a pond in 
Hertfordshire. I caught one for identification and after
wards released it. J. BEDDALL SMITH. 

[Although fresh eggs of the Dabchick may frequently 
be found during the month of June and up to the end of 
July, it is unusual to find them later. As the period of 
incubation in this species is about twenty to twenty-one 
days, the eggs in question must have been laid by about 
August 2nd. Eggs laid late in July obviously do not hatch 
out till towards the third week of August, but occasionally 
nests with fresh eggs have been met with even in September. 
Mr. W. Mackay Wood records a clutch of four eggs from 
Brinscall, Lancashire, on September 7th, 1907, and another 
nest with an incomplete clutch of two eggs on September 
8th of the same year, at the same locality (Brit. Birds, II., 
p. 242). In Mr. E. W. Nelson's Birds of Yorkshire, II., 
p. 747, there is a reference to a late brood in September, 
1896, near Harrogate, but in this case the birds had been 
repeatedly disturbed.—P. C. R. JOITKDAIN.] 

INCUBATION PERIOD OP THE COMMON 
SANDPIPER. 

WITH reference to Mr. H. B. Turney's communication (antea. 
p. 86) on the incubation period of the Common Sandpipei 
(Tringa hypolewa), I should like to add a few dates from 
my notes, which I think should definitely settle th< 
incubation period. 

I am fortunate in being able to watch these birds verj 
closely, having no less than a dozen pairs within a mile o 
my home. I have also on several occasions found theh 
nests before the full complement of eggs have been laid. 

The following dates cover four years and only those cases 
in which I could be certain of the dates are noted :— 

Last Egg. 
1909 May 7 
1910 „ 8 
1912 „ 12 
1913 .. 10 

Hatching. 
May 28 x 

„ 29 ( 
June 2 i 
Mav 31 J 

Days. 

21 

By leaving out the day on which the last egg was laid and 
counting the day of hatching, the incubation period in each 
ease is exactly twenty-one days. JAMBS D. PAOTEBSON. 
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COMMON TERNS BREEDING IN ESSEX. 

SINCE writing the account of the colony of Common Terns 
(Sterna Mrundo) hi north-east Essex (antea, p. 87) my 
attention has been called to an article by Mr. T. Hepburn in 
the Zoologist, 1910, p. 137, on the " Nesting of the Common 
Tern and Black-headed Gull in Colchester Harbour." 
Mr. Jones has interviewed Mr. Hepburn and ascertained 
from him that the Ternery there described is the same as 
that which I reported. Mr. Hepburn thinks it has been 
continuous since his discovery of it, but does not know how 
long it had existed before then. W. B. NICHOLS. 

SANDWICH TERNS IN CARNARVONSHIRE. 
THE two records in Mr. H. E. Forrest's Fauna of North 
Wales (pp. 370-71) led me to suppose that the Sandwich 
Tern (Sterna s. sandvicensis) was an extremely uncommon 
bird in the northern half of the Principality; but, while 
admitting that the species may have been rare say ten years 
ago, the numbers I have seen in Llandudno and Conway 
Bays this year (1913) make me feel that the bird has 
been overlooked during the past few years in North Wales. 
The three birds which I watched in the Conway Estuary 
on May 21st, 1913, constituted a new record for the county. 
Their loud double-note drew my attention, and on getting 
closer to them I could see with my glasses their long, lemon-
tipped black bills and black legs, and readily appreciated 
their superior size. I saw five others in May, four in June, 
seventeen in July, and four or five times the latter number 
in August. One flock which I saw at Deganwy on August 3rd 
contained thirty birds. We naturally wonder whether the 
Terns were Ravenglass birds. RICHAED W. JONES. 

SQXIACCO HERON IN THE OUTEE HEBEIDES.—Mr. R. Clyne 
(Scot. Nat., 1913, p. 211) records an adult male Squacco 
Heron (Ardeola r. ralloides) as seen by him on June 5th, 
1913, at a loch near the Butt of Lewis, where it remained 
for over a week. 

SCAUP BREEDING IN THE OUTEE HEBEIDES.—In the 
Scottish Naturalist, 1913, p. 211, Mr. Heatley Noble states 
that a Scaup (Nyroca m. marila) hatched off a brood of 
young on one of the Outer Hebrides in June, 1913. A 
friend of his saw the female with the brood, and sent 
Mr. Noble an addled egg together with the down. The 
keeper also stated that it was by no means the first time 
a Scaup had hatched off on this property. 
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