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FIELD-NOTES ON THE BLACKCAP. 

BY 

GEOFFREY C. S. INGRAM. 

FOR the purpose of this article, I have confined myself 
entirely to observations made upon one, or in some seasons, 
two pairs of Blackcaps (Sylvia a. atricapilla) which annually 
return to a certain small thicket, situated within an enclosure 
roughly 250 yards in length and 230 yards wide. Unfortun
ately this locality is within one mile of the boundary of the 
City of Cardiff, and although a certain measure of protection 
is given to the birds that breed there, it is very rarely that 
any nest survives sufficiently long for continuous observations 
to be made. 

The table that follows summarizes all the information I 
have been able to obtain regarding dates of arrival, nest 
building, incubation-period, etc. 

Male 
first 

seen. 

1910 
April 20 

1911 
April 25 

— 

1912 
April 17 

i 9 T 3 
April 15 

1920 
March 31 

— 

F e m a l e 
first 

seen. 

— 

— 

April 23 

April 22 

April 24 

— 

Nest 
being 
buil t . 

First 
e g g 
laid. 

! 
April 30 May 5 

— 

May 1 

April 22 

— 

— 

May 18 

May 5 

May 18 

May 5 

April 26 

April 28 

May 13 

O p 
'ZiH 

2 

4 

4 

5 

5 

3 

5 

5 

Date 
ha t ched 

— 

May 20 

__ 

May 21 

— 
May 14 

May 28 

Incu
ba t i on 
period. 

— 

i r days 

— 

11 days 

— 

Young 
leave 
nes t . 

— -

J u n e 2 

— 

— 

11 daysiMay 27 

10 days — 

Fledg
i n g 

per iod. 

— 

13 days 

— 

Remarks . 

Deser ted. 
2nd a t t e m p t 
of above 
robbed. 

This is the 
nest a t which 
obse rva t ions 
were made . 
Second pair 
of birds not 
visi ted after 
May 26th. 

— 

— 
13 days 

Not visi ted 
after Mav 
21st. 
Robbed. 

I egg only 
ha tched , 
r e m a i n d e r 
inferti le. 

— ' Second pair 
of birds. 
Young dis
appeared 
J u n e 2nd. 

It is interesting to note the consistently early nests which 
appear in the above table, and it would seem that one pair 
of birds begin building within a few days of their arrival. 
Such was the case in 1911 when the nest was constructed 
and the first egg laid all within ten days of the arrival of the 
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male, and again in 1913, eleven days were sufficient for the 
same operations, and although the female in this case may 
have been overlooked for a day or so before she was first 
noticed, nest building seems to have started practically upon 
her arrival, an incident which appears to point to the possibility 
of at least some individuals of this species mating before 
they reach their breeding grounds. 

The record of 1920 is somewhat similar, one male arriving 
on the exceptionally early date of March 31st, but no female 
being seen until April 24th although the place was visited 
every other day between those dates. 

The years 1910, 1911 and 1912 each have their early nest, 
and are curiously consistent as to the date upon which the 
first egg was laid, May 5th being the day in every case. 

Both birds do their share at building, and on April 22nd, 
1913, I watched a male very busily flying backwards and 
forwards from a partially constructed nest, to a clump of 
long dead grass stems which was the nesting material he was 
using. He was exceedingly energetic, paying no attention 
to me, and every now and then uttering snatches of his song 
in an undertone from the bush in which the nest was hidden. 
On the other hand, his mate resented my presence, and spent 
all her time in scolding and trying to make up her mind to 
return and go on with the work. 

Both sexes also share in the incubation of the eggs and the 
feeding and brooding of the young. 

In 1911 I was able to keep a nest under observation from 
a hiding tent, for about two hours at a time, on four separate 
days. The birds when building this particular nest had 
made quite a departure from the usual run of nesting material. 
Earlier in the year, about the middle of March, a friend had, 
as an experiment, scattered a handful of clean cotton waste 
of mixed colours, upon some brambles near the nesting site 
afterwards chosen by these birds, and this strange material 
had been liberally used by them. The only other birds we 
could trace as making use of it were one pair of Chaffinches 
(Fringilla ccelebs). 

The following are notes made while watching from the 
" hide," on May 29th, the young being at that date just nine 
days old " 5.30 a.m. Entered the hide, and the female 
returned almost immediately, and fed the young with green 
caterpillars. After she left the male arrived, but brought 
no food. He, however, brooded the young, and it was 
amusing to see the size he made himself, puffing out breast 
and flank feathers, and raising those on his head. He was 
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very clumsy and not at all comfortable, neither were the 
young, which were seething under him, constantly poking their 
heads out, and compelling him to get up and see what was 
wrong. On one of these occasions, while fussing around on 
the edge of the nest, he lost his balance and nearly went head 
over heels into it. When the female returned she took a turn 
at brooding, and the different figure she cut on the nest was 
remarkable. She sat low with feathers laid flat to her body. 
The young appeared to be quite comfortable and snug, and 
did not heave under her or try and poke their heads out as 
they did when the male was brooding." 

On the following day, May 30th, I kept a timed record 
of all the happenings at the nest during the 1 hour and 40 
minutes I was in hiding. 

The young were fed 38 times, the food being, with the ex
ception of one brown grub brought by the female at 7.18 a.m., 
small green caterpillars. Only one youngster was fed at 
each visit. The male seemed the least shy of the "hide," 
and did more than his share of the work, feeding the young 
19 times, cleaning the nest four times, and brooding on six 
occasions. The female fed the young 19 times, cleaned the 
nest four times, but did not brood at all. Each time the nest 
was cleaned the bird performing this duty would carry the 
droppings away out of sight. 

Once the female, while feeding the young, dropped one 
of the caterpillars, which fell to the ground. This she 
immediately retrieved and gave to one of the chicks. 

The most interesting happening noted, was the singing 
of the male while he was brooding. This happened on four 
separate occasions, viz., at 6.38, when he saw the female 
returning he uttered a few notes ; at 6.50 he suddenly burst 
into full song; at 7.8 after feeding the young he stood on 
the edge of the nest and sang, afterwards brooding and singing 
again; and at 7.30 during a spell of seven minutes' brooding 
he sang three times. 

On May 31st, from 6.24 a.m. to 8.2 a.m. (1 hour 38 minutes) 
the young were only fed 25 times. All the food was green 
caterpillars, and the male did no brooding nor singing. 

My next visit was on June 2nd. The young were ready 
to leave the nest, in fact one did so and hopped off into the 
bush as I entered the hide. The male was the first to appear 
and fed the young in the nest, and afterwards located the 
one that had wandered. The female then returned but 
instead of coming to the nest, stayed in the bush just behind 
it and called to the young. Two more struggled out of the 
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nest and went to her. The remaining youngster stayed where 
it was, and was fed in the nest by both parents who could 
not persuade it to leave. 

From my observations the male birds of this species appear 
ready and able to sing while engaged in doing all manner of 
things. Several instances of this are mentioned already, 
so it may be of interest here to note one or two other cases. 
On May 30th, 1920, I watched a male, who was shy at my 
nearness to his nest, trying to summon up sufficient courage 
to return and feed the young with a very large green cater
pillar he was carrying. Every now and then he gave vent to 
his feelings by uttering snatches of song, which sounded very 
subdued and muted owing to his beak being so very full. 
Again, on the 8th of July, 1920, a male was seen escorting 
and feeding a fully-fledged youngster, enlivening the proceed
ings by bursting into song at intervals as he searched for 
food. 

The song period in this locality appears to last from the 
time of arrival to the middle of Jul}-. 

By the middle of August the southward movement has 
begun, and although a male and one young bird were observed 
on August 22nd, 1920, no others were noted after that date. 


