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NOTES AND OBSERVATIONS ON T H E MOOR-HEN. 
BY 

FBANCES PITT. 

THE most striking characteristic of the Moor-Hen (Galtinula 
c. chloropus) is its strict regard for territorial rights and the 
promptitude with which each pair of birds ejects strangers 
invading their particular piece of water. There are several 
ponds close to my home, and each pool has its tenants, which 
live on fairly good terms with each other all winter, but on 
the first hint of spring become intensely quarrelsome and 
suspicious. As the result of three seasons' watching I have 
come to the conclusion that it is the young birds of the 
previous spring that cause the trouble, for as soon as the 
winter is a thing of the past the parents chase off the young 
ones which have hitherto lived with them, and these birds, 
wandering about homeless, continually invade, and are as often 
chased away from, already occupied water, until at last they 
find some uninhabited pool and are able to settle down 
in peace. 

The beginning of this activity is a good deal influenced by 
the weather. In 1915 I did not see any fighting before March 
15th, but in 1916 I witnessed a great battle on February 3rd. 
My notes for that day run: " This afternoon I saw the Mx>or-
Hens that live on the garden pond driving off two others. 
The bigger of the pair, which I presume to be the cock, was 
chasing the larger of the two strangers, which took to flight, 
followed by its mate, and made off to the big pool. My 
eock then returned to his hen and displayed before her, walking 
round with his head down, neck stretched out, and his tail 
spread like a fan." 

After this there were no more combats for a month, for the 
wintry weather had returned, and cold has always a great 
effect on them. For instance, the severe winter of 1916-17 
was a decidedly retarding factor, and in 1917 Moor-Hen 
affairs were quiet until March 26th, when the first duel of the 
season was fought; after that there was daily excitement, but 
I saw no combat to equal the one fought on the same pool 
in the previous spring (1916). That was indeed a fight, 
beginning in the early hours of the morning. I heard the 
war cries while it was yet dark, and as soon as it was light I 
got up and looked out of the window, when I saw several 
Moor-Hens running about the lawn, and swimming up and 
down the pond. I came to the conclusion that " my pair " 
were repelling a double invasion, there being two pairs of 
strangers involved. This was at 5.40. From 6.0 to 6.30 it was 
most exciting. Both cock and hen went for the invaders, 
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but it looked to me as if cock fought with cock and hen with 
hen. I watched the bigger one swim down the pond after a 
large stranger, which swam away as hard as it could go, 
whereupon the pursuer, half swimming, half flying, increased 
his speed, and drove the other out at the end of the pool, 
over the railings, and into the meadow. Here the stranger 
turned upon No. 1: for a moment they faced each other with 
extended necks, exactly—except that they had no hackles 
to stand on end—like two game-cocks, then they sprang into 
the air, only to drop back into their respective positions, 
whence they menaced each other again ; once more they 
sparred, when suddenly No. 2 turned tail and ran. But he was 
not really running away ; with his determined foe close on his 
heels he ran in a circle, fled over the railings, and was back 
in the pond. Here he swung round, faced the other Moor-Hen, 
and " hammer and tongs " they went at it once more. The 
water splashed as they bounced up and down, clawing at 
each other with their feet, and sometimes rolling right over. 
At last No. 2 broke away and fled across the meadow. The 
victor flew some way after him, but alighted when he saw that 
the invader had really gone, and came running back, calling 
loudly to his mate, who had been quite as busily employed 
with the strange hen. The latter had just beaten a retreat 
after her vanquished husband. The pair met with extended 
necks, and strutted round each other with drooping wings 
and tails spread fan-ways, but before the display was finished 
they caught sight of the second of the invading pairs. There 
was another furious fight, and when at last they were driven 
away the other pair had come back ! But the Moor-Hens to 
whom the pond belonged seemed untirable; they fought on, 
racing and chasing, nearly all day, and finally vindicated their 
right to the pool. 

Watching these duels convinced me that " right " as well 
as '" might" had a good deal to do with the result, for the 
invading birds did not fight with half the determination of 
the Moor-Hens that were in possession. Several times I saw 
strange birds approaching the pond, and the stealthy, not to 
say sneaking, manner in which they crept along had a decidedly 
guilty look—they appeared to know that they were doing 
wrong. 

So far as I could see and judge, hen always fought with hen 
and cock with cock, though I saw the hen help her mate in 
driving off a single stranger, but he did not appreciate the 
help, turning upon her, pecking her, and driving her back to 
the neighbourhood of the nest. 

The weather has a retarding or accelerating effect on the 
preparations for nesting. In 1916 Ifound two nests begun on 
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March 20th, but it was April 15th of the following spring before 
I saw any signs of material being gathered. The behaviour 
of the two birds which I kept under the closest observation 
was noteworthy, for they had become quite tame during the 
winter, but the minute they had chosen their nesting-site 
(which was the identical bough of a weeping willow on which 
there had been a nest the previous season) they became ex
ceedingly shy, diving and swimming away under water when
ever any one went near. I put up a tent to try and get some 
photographs of the nest-building, and from its shelter was 
able to watch them more effectively. The hen stopped near 
the scanty platform of twigs and rushes which at this stage 
represented the nest, seldom going thirty yards away from it, 
but the cock spent most of his time out in the meadow, an 
nouncing his return by a loud cry, when he would swim past 
the hen—which invariably hurried to meet him—bowing and 
spreading his tail, and swim on in front of her to the nest. 
He usually stepped on to it, rearranged one or two of the bits, 
while his mate watched, then slipped off, and swam away 
•ibout his business. I did not see the nest used for any more 
decided form of courtship than this, conjugal attentions 
taking place on the bank of the pond. As a rule the hen 
stayed near the nest, but twice I saw her swim forty j'ards 
or so to meet her mate, but he evidently disapproved of her 
coming so far from home, for he chased her back with pecks. 
As time went on she became more actively interested in the 
nest, arranging and rearranging the materials, which as yet 
were scanty. One morning, while thus engaged, two " Call " 
ducks came near and, balancing on their heads, began to 
feed just in front of the nest. The Moor-Hen fluffed out her 
feathers indignantly, and, leaning forward, caught hold of one 
drake by his curly tail-feathers, and gave him a sharp tug ! 
He came " right side up " immediately, and swam away 
with a startled look. 

The first egg was laid on April 29th, and incubation began 
on May 3rd, two eggs being laid subsequently. I t appears 
to be the rule for Moor-Hens to begin to sit before the clutch 
is complete (in this district it is generally seven in number) 
as all those I have watched have done so, and in at least one 
case the bird began to sit when the third egg was laid, though 
she subsequently laid four more. This accounts for the 
erratic manner in which the chicks often hatch. There is 
frequently a week, and sometimes more, between the eldest 
and the youngest, and they will differ in size as much as the 
young of the Tawny Owl. The most curious case of which 
I have notes was that of a nest found with two eggs in it on 
June 1st. By the 6th there were seven eggs. Ten days 
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later a chick was out of the shell! Another hatched the 
following day, but no more appeared until the 24th and 25th, 
when three more hatched. The two remaining eggs were 
clear. I can only conclude that the eggs which gave rise to 
the first chicks must have been laid some ten days prior to the 
rest, for as a rule incubation takes with this species between 
twenty and twenty-two days. 

In the case of the pair on the pool in the garden the first 
chick appeared on the twenty-third day, having apparently 
been hatched the previous evening. The young ones hatched 
out one after the other, and the old birds were kept very busy 
carrying food to them, insects chiefly, in the nest, which they 
did not leave at once. The nest was now a considerable 
structure, for it had been added to daily while sitting was in 
progress. By the way, I saw no evidence of the male bird 
giving any help with incubation, though most attentive to the 
family. As for the nest, fresh green rushes, " flags," and dead 
leaves had been piled upon it, until now that the young ones 
were ready to venture upon the water it was quite a high 
erection. To begin with it had only been a few inches above 
the water level, but the nest had risen considerably, and the 
pond had dried up a little, so the baby Moor-Hens had a drop 
of eighteen inches or more to face. But that did not matter, 
it was the question of getting back which was really serious. 
I t was a stiff climb even for Moor-Hen chicks, which, 
with the claw on the rudimentary joint of their tiny flipper
like wings, have an aid which makes them marvellous at 
climbing up seemingly impossible places. All the same, 
the parents often rely too much on the climbing abilities of 
their offspring, placing the nest so high above the water that 
it is impossible for the young ones to get home again when once 
they have tumbled out. If a sudden alarm sends the chicks 
headlong into the water they cannot climb back into a nest 
on an overhanging branch of a tree ! Yet many a nest is 
built in such a situation. The highest I have found A?as in an 
old pollard willow, and was fully twelve feet above the water. 
Once they had left it the young birds could never have got 
back into this nest. I am convinced that the bad choice 
of nesting-sites is a fruitful cause of mortality among the 
young Moor-Hens, for the old birds try and get the young 
home again ; the hen sits in the nest and calls, but the chicks, 
striving in vain to climb up, soon die of cold and exhaustion. 

Provided they are not disturbed, the young birds remain in 
the nest for the first day or two, and are fed in it by their 
parents. The black mites then begin to swim about after 
their parents, both of which take a keen interest in the welfare 
of the family. I witnessed a curious incident one day when 
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I disturbed two Moor-Hens, which were feeding with their 
seven young ones, the latter about a week old, in the middle 
of a pond. The old birds gave the danger call and splashed 
off with a great deal of fuss in one direction, followed by two 
of the chicks, but the rest swam quietly away in the opposite 
direction to their parents and hid under a bush. For the first 
few weeks of their lives the young birds make the nest their 
headquarters, returning to it to rest in the daytime and to 
sleep at night, and the old birds continue to bring material, so 
the structure still grows. I have seen a nest piled with freshly 
picked ferns and marsh-marigold leaves, and when it is made 
among reeds the birds will go on improving it by pulling down 
and bending over the surrounding leaves and stems. It is 
wonderful how a pair of Moor-Hens will cover up a nest if 
situated among yellow flags, bending down and pulling over 
the leaves until the nest is quite roofed in and hidden—a 
necessary precaution here, for there is a large rookery close at 
hand, the inhabitants of which are most determined thieves 
of eggs. 

Very often, as a rule, indeed, the Moor-Hens are not eon-
tented with one nursery, but make a second nest especially 
for the use of the young, sometimes even two or three, and 
these supplementary nests are in all respects identical with the 
nests used for incubation, the best specimens being carefully 
lined with leaves, rushes, and grass. One that I examined 
was finished with bits of hay that must have been brought 
some yards. Being such indefatigable nest-builders they 
usually make an entirely fresh nest for the second clutch of 
eggs (laid at the end of June and hatching the middle of July), 
but I have lately met with a case of the old nest being 
thoroughly done up and used again, despite the fact that the 
owners had made a " nursery nest " for the use of the earlier 
family. The incubation nest that was used twice became 
quite a large pile of sticks, leaves, and rushes, but as soon as 
the last young ones were fairly active the old birds made a new 
nursery nest for them. 

To return to the appearance and behaviour of the young 
birds— every one knows the bizarre colouring of a baby Moor-
Hen, coal-black down, red shield and beak, and the semi-bald 
head showing pinky-yellow at the top and blue above each 
eye. In consequence of a question asked me by Mr. J. R. B. 
Masefield I kept careful note of the colour changes of the 
beak and shield, for the brilliant scarlet disappears compara
tively soon, and is not reassumed until the bird is full grown. 
I found it began to fade at about the third week, and Mr 
Masefield has suggested to me that this startling colouring 
must serve as a recognition mark while the young are being 
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fed by their parents, enabling the old birds to see and find 
them quickly among the water-side vegetation. But after 
careful watching I cannot say I have obtained any evidence 
confirmatory of this ingenious theory. The little ones follow 
the old birds about closely, and if they do get lost among 
the water-side undergrowth it is their shrill persistent squeak 
which brings their parents back to them. But certainly the 
brilliant colouring persists while the chicks are dependent on 
the old birds for food, and vanishes when they can look after 
themselves. In the case of two young that I reared under a 
hen the bright hues began to disappear on the eighteenth day. 
A dark line which divided the yellow tip from the red of the 
upper part of the beak grew broader. By the thirty-first day 
a dark patch had appeared on the shield, and the two areas 
spread and met, so tha t by the time the dull greyish plumage 
was assumed the scarlet had disappeared. In the case of a 
bird I kept under observation during the winter 1916-17 it was 
not regained until the end of February, but the severe weather 
may have had a retarding effect. 

Judging both from the behaviour of young wild birds I 
have watched and of the chicks reared under a hen, they do not 
pick up any food for themselves for the first few days—the 
latter had to be hand fed—and for some little time longer are 
dependent on the old birds to find it for them. When anxious 
to be fed they squeak and quiver their little wings, the few 
bits of fluff on their semi-bald heads lying flat to the skin, but 
when satisfied these scraps of down stand upright. By three 
weeks old they can find food for themselves, but still go about 
with the old bjrds and expect to be fed. I have seen a quite 
big bird, clad in the dull grey-brown plumage, swimming after 
an old one and imploring with piteous squeaks to be given 
food. This livery seems to be the badge of independence and 
is assumed at about five weeks old. They are full grown and 
can fly well at seven weeks. During the autumn the rusty 
grey colour is gradually lost, and by November the adult 
plumage is assumed, though as I have already mentioned the 
scarlet shield, together with the red band round the leg, may 
not be acquired until later. 

The time of the reappearance of the scarlet is subject to 
considerable variation, for a bird hatched on Ju ly 1st, 1917, 
had the full adult colouring by the end of the following 
October. Once regained, the bright colouring persists in its 
full intensity even during the moult. 

During the winter young Moor-Hens remain with their 
parents, old birds and the young of different clutches living 
in perfect harmony. Being almost omnivorous feeders Moor-
Hens are not seriously inconvenienced by even the hardest 
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"weather. Under the most adverse circumstances they can 
generally find something to eat, the only thing that does upset 
them is, when frozen out, the absence of any means of 
bathing. For instance, when the thaw came last winter they 
revelled in the water. On February 20th it rained all day, 
and, though the ponds were still covered with ice, water stood 
about on the paths in puddles. As soon as it was light the 
Moor-Hens were trying to wash in these shallow places, but 
the attempt was not satisfactory, so, having been up to the 
house for food—the cold had made all the birds pitiably 
tame—they spent the rest of the morning standing on a piece 
of wood on the lawn with their wings spread out catching the 
rain. They were from 8.30 to 12,30 preening and dressing 
their feathers and spreading out their wings to let the rain
drops run into them. 

Undoubtedly they had suffered from the cold during the 
worst weather, but not as much as the majority of birds. 
Those which did not leave when the severe weather set in had 
a very bad time, and the Moor-Hens, too, felt it, but there 
was no indication of any migratory movement among them, 
though such movements take place in many localities every 
year, the breeding-ponds being left for running streams 
and rivers. All my birds remained in their autumn, haunts, 
and the tamer ones came up to the house to be fed. They 
followed the example of the ducks, warming their feet at 
every opportunity by sitting down and drawing them up into 
their feathers. They even ate in this attitude, and if dis
turbed would run off a little way, only to sit down again 
in the snow as soon as they could. But if they felt the 
cold it did not always depress their spirits, for one morning 
I watched a young bird have a sparring match with a cock 
Pheasant which wanted to eat with it. The Moor-Hen drew 
itself up, looking no match for its opponent, but a moment 
or two later the Pheasant had beaten a retreat, leaving 
the Moor-Hen in possession of the food. 

Considering what highly successful birds they are in most 
respects, it seems strange that Moor-Hens are not more 
numerous. Probably the heavy mortality which befalls the 
chicks in the first fortnight of their existence is the most 
powerful factor in keeping the numbers of the species within 
reasonable limits. Of course, pike, rats, etc., take toll. 
And their quarrelsomeness in the spring may also have some 
effect, for, after all, the number of suitable nesting-sites in 
any given area is not unlimited I 


