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NOTES ON T H E KINGFISHER (Alcedo ispida ispida). 
BY 

W. ROWAN, B.Sc. 

ONE of those numerous little Midland streams that take their 
origin in the Dunstable Downs flows, at a distance of about 
four miles from its source, through a farmyard. I t was in 
this yard, one sunny day in May, that I was suddenly startled 
by a brilliant flash of blue passing like a streak through the 
farm and up the stream, to be lost beneath the overhanging 
willows and crowded herbage of the banks. 

This was the third time I had seen the Kingfisher in this 
farmyard. On the two previous occasions I thought a nest 
in the immediate neighbourhood was unlikely, and troubled 
no more about it. 

But now, as I saw him again, on May 28th, 1917, I changed 
my mind, and decided to watch. Several times during the 
afternoon he passed up or down the stream, but only settled 
twice. The first time he used the same perch that he had 
used on the previous occasions. Here he sat for some 
minutes, jerking his head and tail in characteristic fashion, 
till the approach of one of the men sent him precipitately up 
stream, taking, as he did several times subsequently, a short 
cut across a bend over a meadow. The second time he perched 
higher up the stream, in the early evening, when I was 
privileged to see one of the prettiest sights I have ever seen. 
It also constituted the first (and only) time I have seen a 
Kingfisher taking a bath. Four times, with very short 
intervals between, he shot down perpendicularly into the 
water, right under, and back to his perch, five feet up, where 
he fluffed out his feathers and preened himself. Every time 
he dived he sent upwards a small shower of spray, converted 
by the evening sun into a miniature rainbow, to be interrupted 
almost immediately by the rivalling hues of its gorgeous little 
creator, as he shot back to his seat. After the last dive he 
continued to preen himself for three minutes, and then, 
apparently satisfied, flew up the stream. 

But I was left with no clue as to the whereabouts of the 
nest. However, I had drawn my friend the farmer's attention 
to the birds, and the nesting-hole was discovered some days 
later by one of the hands, who took his lunch in one of the 
sheds thenceforth daily, in the hopes of seeing what he did 
eventually see—the bird going in to feed the young. The 
roof of the nest was later dug away, revealing six youngsters, 
which flew on June 18th. 
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On what date the birds laid again I do not know, but their 
second clutch of five eggs hatched out on August 3rd or 4th. 
During the rearing of this brood I paid the birds a number 
of visits. 

The nesting-hole, two feet above water-level, is directly 
opposite the main part of the farmyard, where men, horses, 
poultry, and creaking carts and farm implements make the 
place noisy throughout the day. The stream is only about 
twenty feet broad, and just on the other side is a shed in which 
pig-food is prepared. (This proved useful later on for observa
tion.) From here men tramp twice a day, backwards and 
forwards, to feed the pigs. The required water is scooped up 
from the stream exactly opposite the nesting-hole. The 
perpetual clanking of pails would, I should have imagined, 
prove obnoxious to these birds, yet they were content to 
breed here for a second year. I have known this place for 
eleven years, and never saw a Kingfisher in the neighbourhood 
till last year. That they nested here, and used the same 
hole as this season, was demonstrated by the similar behaviour 
of the birds in connection with the same perch. Moreover, I 
have searched the banks carefully, and found no other possible 
hole. 

More than that, they reared a second brood, and this 
despite the fact that the roof of their home was frequently 
being lifted for inspection of their first family. 

There seems to be some difference of opinion on the subject 
of double broods with Kingfishers. Howard Saunders 
(Manual, p. 280) definitely states that two broods are produced 
in some seasons, and Jourdain (British Bird Book, II , p. 448) 
also says that a second brood is often reared, but Newton 
(Yarrell, II , p. 447) speaks of definite proof as still lacking. 

E. Eykyn (Wild Life, Vol. V., No. 1) states dogmatically 
that they never rear a second brood. Yet here is an instance 
beyond doubt. For the producers of the first family which 
chose a farmyard as a nesting-site were in possession of 
this territory, and it is against all the laws of chance that a 
second pair of birds of such relative rarity should not only 
breed in the same ground but should also choose the same 
site directly afterwards. But apart from this, even if 
Kingfishers do use ready-made holes, a point that still 
requires proof, they would surely not adopt one with a leaky 
roof. 

Incidentally, this second clutch affords the latest nesting-
date with which I am acquainted for this species. The 
birds were actually sitting on eggs in August, 
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Mr. Jourdain, however, informs me that the latest breeding-
date of which he has any note is that recorded by Mr. G. W. 
Murdoch {Brit. Birds, II.. p. 204), where four nearly fledged 
young were found in Yorkshire on October 10th, 1908. Mr. 
Steele-Elliott has also recorded young on August 6th, in 
Bedfordshire. 

During the first few visits I merely watched the birds and 
made some notes, finally trying to photograph them. I 
find that this plan works out best, as having once got the 
photographs, one's interest is apt to wane and one does not 
trouble to watch further, thus missing most of the interesting 
points. 

The nesting-hole was approximately two feet long, terminat
ing as usual in a rounded chamber, the floor of which was 
sunk about half-an-inch beneath the run. On August 5th, 
when I first examined the nest, there were but few fish
bones, in the usual half-digested condition. The nest was 
perfectly clean, but down the shaft vile dark green filth 
was oozing out at the entrance. The hole at the nest end was 
almost clean. The young were then blind and naked. On 
August 7th they were in the same state but considerably 
larger, and I now heard their peculiar " purring " noise for 
the first time. Both now and subsequently, my approach 
always elicited this sound, which could be heard through the 
boarded roof at a considerable distance when the birds grew 
bigger. On this day, when I removed the top, one of the old 
birds was brooding, which remained there crouching in the 
corner farthest removed from the shaft with its family the 
whole time that I was fixing up my camera to photograph 
them. This took me ten minutes, and I ended up in the 
stream ! I could not see the red on the base of the mandible 
attributed to the female, so presumably it was the male. 
I eventually put my hand down, when the old bird pecked 
my ringers viciously, waddled across the nest, disappeared 
down the shaft, and emerged at the proper place and Hew up 
the stream. 

On the last occasion on which I could get time to run over 
(August 20th) the youngsters were getting well fledged 
(Fig. 1). Up to that time they had remained silent whenever 
the roof was removed. This day I thought I should like to 
see them making their churring noise, so left the top off for 
some ten minutes to accustom them to the light, and then, 
without moving my head, which was the only part of me 
visible to them, I lightly tapped the entrance with a stick 
with some leaves at its extremity. Immediately two of them 
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began to chur. I kept my eyes on one. He continued 
without a break for three-quarters of a minute, the whole 
time opening and closing his mouth at an average rate of 
five times in twelve seconds. This was accompanied with the 
vibration of the feathers down the length of the throat. His 
head was raised throughout. 

And now. by the fortunate accident of having chosen this 
moment for my experiment, the riddle of the clean nest and 

YOUNG KINGFISHERS ABOUT A FORTNIGHT OLD. 

Photo, by W. Rowan. 

filthy run was solved, for almost immediately one of the 
other youngsters waddled to the centre, turned round, 
backed to the shaft, and in a way exactly similar to a nestling 
Willow Wren, found the exit and there defaecated. The 
action was unmistakable, though that was all I could see. I 
should imagine, however, if guess work is permissible, from 
the comparative cleanliness of the immediate nest-end of the 
shaft, that the excreta are forcibly ejected, as with most 
hawks. 

Besides the " purring " noise, the youngsters, at this age 
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at all events, are capable of emitting the note of the adult, 
as one of them demonstrated very successfully when I took 
them out of the nest. 

From the first time I looked at the young to the last their 
hind toes were firmly pressed against the back of the tarsus, 
a peculiarity I have failed to notice with any other species. 
The mouth, which was at first flesh-coloured, got considerably 
darker as the birds grew older. At the age of 12-14 days 
they were completely clothed in feather sheaths, the tips of 
the feathers just showing, those on the breast being a dirty 
grey with a pale red tinge, the rest, except for a patch behind 
the eye, a dark slaty blue. Two of the brood disappeared 
between the 16th and 20th days of life. One was found 
drowned further down the stream, the other probably shared 
a similar fate. The, remaining three left the nest on August 
31st or September 1st. 

The bones in the nest rapidly accumulated towards the end. 
Why these were so few at the commencement, since this was 
the second brood, I cannot say, unless the burrow was cleaned 
out by the parents after the first brood had flown. 

The old birds came to the nest at approximately half-hour 
intervals. For the first fortnight they apparently carried no 
food ; certainly they brought no fish. Twice, when the bird 
was quite close to me before entering the nest, I imagined that 
I saw something in the beak, but I am not at all sure. This, 
as Pycraft points out (Kirkman's British Bird Book), is at the 
bottom of the widely-accepted view that Kingfishers feed their 
young at first by regurgitation. But if this be so it ceases 
when the nestlings are about a fortnight old, for whole fish 
are thence onwards brought in. Personally I am inclined 
to think that the young are fed in the normal manner through
out, possibly at first on Crustacea. When fish were brought, 
the intervals between feedings seemed to me to be longer 
than previously. 

Apparently one bird hunted up stream and the other down. 
I never saw them break this rule. One day, before I had 
my hide-up, I lay in the trunk of an old willow about thirty 
yards away from the nest, up stream. On one visit the 
bird that hunted from this end flew over the tree, instead 
of under it, and noticed me. She emitted her alarm-note 
two or three times as she flew past the nest, and settled on 
a projecting root far beyond it, whence she soon returned 
to the nest and flew in. After a minute she came out again, 
but returned, as always, up stream, this time making a 
detour across the meadow to avoid me. 
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Not until they were feeding the young on fish did I find 
one of their fishing-stations. This was about a quarter 
of a mile up stream, the lowest branch of an overhanging 
willow. Here the bird seemed to have forgotten her habit, 
so conspicuous whenever she perched in the vicinity of 
the nest, of jerking her head and tail, a movement which 
always brings to my mind the Ringed Plover. She sat 
perfectly motionless, intent on the water beneath, suddenly 
to dive and shoot back with a fish, which was promptly 
swallowed. Then she 
dived again and came 
up apparently empty-
" handed." A third 
time she dived and 
returned with a fish, 
this time banging it 
four or five times on 
the perch, and then 
disappearing d o w n 
stream with it. Her 
method of diving was 
quite similar to that 
on the day when I 
saw her taking a bath, 
b u t t h e r e w a s no 
attempt at preening 
this time. 

Here and at the 
nest her attitude when 
perching was always 
the same, with the USUAL ATTITUDE OF ADULT WHEN PEECHING. 
tail hanging d o w n Drawn by W. Rowan, 
perpendicularly. When 
the head was jerked the tail was simultaneously jerked 
forwards, bobbing for a second right under the perch. I 
never saw either of the birds adopt any of those fantastic 
attitudes so frequently attributed to them in illustrations. 
My sketch (Fig. 2) is one of a series made at the time. 

Just before flight there is a general compression of the 
plumage, when for a second there is a leaning forward, before 
the precipitate launch into the air, but to the last moment 
the tail points down. 

I never saw the two birds at the same time, nor did I see 
either of them hover over the water, as they are said to do 
on occasions preparatory to diving. 1 did see one of them, 
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on one occasion only, dive while in full flight. The object 
of this was not apparent, for, so far as I could see, the beak 
held nothing when the bird flew on. 

I spent two long afternoons and a morning in trying to 
photograph the birds. Nine or ten yards from the nesting-
hole, and on the same side of the stream, the bank bulges 
out a few feet. Here I erected a hiding-tent. Exactly 
opposite, leaning over the stream, is the old willow which 
was constantly used as a perch. Owing to the overhanging 
of the bank I was unable to see the actual hole from here. 
Between me and the nest was a short s tump projecting out 
of the water. I trained the camera, for which I had made 
a miniature hide on the bank, on it, and then retired about 
fifty yards down the stream with a long-distance release. 
Here I remained throughout the afternoon, but, though the 
birds came with surprising regularity about twice an hour, 
one from up stream, the other from down, they never 
alighted on the s tump. Sometimes they flew straight in, at 
others they used the willow. Even the hunter, from down 
stream, twice flew past the nest to settle here for a minute 
before going in. 

My next efforts were concentrated one morning on this 
willow, but the spot was so shaded and the light so poor 
tha t the results were nil. 

As a final resource, I stretched a leafy twig across the 
nesting-hole, thus blocking the entrance. I then put up a 
perch a couple of feet out, and fixed my camera still further 
out in the stream, going into my tent with the release. I 
thought she would surely use this convenient perch to think 
the mat ter over. After nearly half an hour the bird from 
up stream returned with a fish straight to the nest, when 
she shot upwards like a rocket, into the orchard and round 
my tent , to settle, again upstream, about a hundred yards 
away. Ten minutes elapsed before she again came back, 
hovered like a Kestrel for a few seconds outside the hole, 
and then flew to my willow and settled on the usual branch, 
not two feet away from my head. She seemed particularly 
agitated, jerking her head and tail more frequently and 
more energetically than usual. Then she returned to the nest, 
hovered, finally settling on the camera ! After a minute she 
again went to the nest, hovered, and then settled on my 
perch, and gave me my first chance of a photograph. The 
thrill and excitement of tha t moment is quite indescribable. 
Here she remained for a couple of minutes, a t first 
facing the camera and then the nest, to which she flew 
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once more, and apparently settled, as for some minutes 
she was lost to view, finally coming back to my perch. 
Here she sat for five minutes while I sketched her. I then 
got out and stood up on the bank to reset the shutter. 
Still she sat there only a few yards off, bobbing her head 
at me for quite an appreciable time before departing 
precipitately up the stream. She still had the fish, which 
she retained throughout. This looked to me like a minnow 
when the bird settled beside my tent. The head end was held 
in the beak, the tail end hanging straight out. 

I t was nearly three-quarters of an hour before she returned 
again, this time flying straight to the nest, where she 
disappeared for a minute or two and then settled on my 
perch. After one or two more tries at getting in she gave 
it up in disgust, flew past me, and settled on a projecting 
root about ten yards higher up. There she sat, pensive 
and perturbed, for some minutes, and then flew to my willow 
for a moment, and then back to the nest. Again she 
disappeared for some time before settling once more on my 
perch. I then showed myself, and she flew back up stream. 
Again she held a fish all the time. I wondered what she 
had been doing at the hole, and examined this. The twig 
had apparently been pulled partially out. As far as I could 
see, she hung on to the bank below the hole and tugged at 
the impediment, while all the time holding the fish in her beak. 

By this time the shadow of a barn was on my perch, so I 
removed the obstacle and packed up the camera. When 
the bird eventually returned, she settled straight on the perch, 
apparently still puzzling out the problem. I could hear 
the ehurring of the young quite distinctly at my tent, nine 
yards away, as the old bird made her way in. 

The whole afternoon the bird from down stream never put 
in an appearance. I t may be that for once the pair were 
fishing on the same stretch in company, but I never saw 
them together. 


