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NOTES ON T H E B R E E D I N G OF T H E MARSH-
W A R B L E R IN B E R K S H I R E . 

BY 

A. STEVEN CORBET, B.SC. 

I N 1920 I discovered a colony of Marsh-Warblers (Acrocephalus 
palustris) breeding on an island in the Kennet Valley. The 
island lies rather low and is partially swamped during the 
winter months. In the summer a large number of small 
willows are overgrown by nettles, osiers and goosegrass, while 
a few ivy-covered hawthorn trees grow on the higher ground. 
Generally the conditions seem to be ideal for a breeding haunt 
of the Sylviidce. During late May and June nine nests of the 
Marsh-Warbler were found containing eggs. Built on to a 
willow-stem and surrounded by tall nettles, the first nest was 
discovered on May 26th. It was about three feet from the 
ground and contained one egg, but was subsequently deserted. 

The second nest was found on June 2nd about ten yards 
from the first. It contained two eggs and was in a similar 
situation, but much longer (though not deeper inside) than 
No. 1. I had excellent opportunities for observing the parent 
birds of the second nest, and later, my task was made easier 
as one of them had a deformed bill. When they first left the 
nest the melodious song was poured forth, but after half-an-
hour or so, they became anxious and flew to and fro in short 
jerky flights. They did not appear to be shy and often 
approached quite near to me. I t was easy to observe them 
singing on the branches of the willows overhead. Eventually 
the female would return to the nest, although still under 
observation. This nest was rather conspicuous, and on 
June 7th the eggs had disappeared and the nest was deserted. 
Later, however, the same birds built a new nest close to their 
former site and successfully reared a brood. 

Except in two cases the other nests found were not strikingly 
different from the two described either in situation or struc
ture. One found on June 14th was built on some osiers 
within a yard or two of the river and when approached the 
birds generally flew across the river. 

The other nest calling for special remark was built in a fork 
at the top of a small hawthorn bush. In this case the " basket 
handles " were attached to two thin hawthorn stalks. The 
nest contained one egg on June 16th and was the last built of 
those under observation. 

From observations made on these nests at intervals of two 
or three days it appears that one egg is laid each day until the 
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clutch is complete. If an egg be taken before the clutch is 
completed, the bird does not lay an additional egg. Incuba
tion commences as soon as the first egg is laid and takes from 
thirteen to fourteen days. The young are from ten to eleven 
days in the nest before they are fully-fledged. If a branch be 
shaken, or a movement made near the nest, the young birds 
open their mouths, thereby rendering themselves rather 
conspicuous as the inside of the mouth is of a bright yellow 
colour with two black tongue-spots. 

When an almost fully-fledged young bird was removed 
from the nest the parent birds became very agitated and 
often approached quite near. 

In every case the nest was composed of blades and stalks 
of dried grass and contained a variable quantity of moss. In 
one case a little fluff was woven into the bottom of the nest. 
All the nests were placed within a foot or so of tracks which 
had been made through the herbage, 

The normal clutch appears to be four, although one nest 
contained five eggs. The percentage of addled eggs was 
very small. 

In early October I visited the island and found two nests 
which had escaped observation in June. Each contained a 
badly discoloured addled egg. 

As a typical example, the following dates may be of interest. 
2nd June one egg 16th June two young, two eggs 
3rd June two eggs 24th June three fully fledged 
7th June, four eggs young 
gth June four eggs 26th June young still in nest 

14th June four eggs 2nd July nest empty 
In 1921 I was disappointed to find that, the herbage on the 

island was being cut down. However, I thought I recognised 
the song of a Marsh-Warbler, and eventually on May 25th a 
nest was found containing four eggs and a Cuckoo's egg. 

In June an empty nest was discovered on the banks of the 
Thames but, on visiting it a few days later, I found that the 
entire nest had been cut out. 

From the reports of others and my own observations in 
1920. it appears reasonable to hope that, if unmolested for a 
season or two, the Marsh-Warbler may establish itself in the 
county. 


