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SOME OBSERVATIONS ON CUCKOOS IN 1923. 

BY 

EDGAR CHANCE, M.B.O.U. 

T H E following brief summary of my experiences and work in 
connection with the Cuckoo (Cuculus c. canorus) in 1923, may
be of interest. 

On Sunday, June 17th, between the hours of 5 and 9.30 a.m., 
the two Simmonds and I found four nests of Meadow-
Pipits (Anthus pratensis) containing no less than six Cuckocs' 
eggs. One nest contained three Cuckoos' eggs and two eggs 
of the Meadow-Pipit ; all fresh. Two of the Cuckoos' eggs 
are unquestionably the product of one and the same female. 
Each of the other three Meadow-Pipits' nests also contained 
one egg from the same Cuckoo. Thus five of the Cuckoos' 
eggs were laid by one Cuckoo and one by another. It is 
absolutely safe to assert tha t none of the nests had previously 
been discovered. 

Altogether this year I found nine eggs from this Cuckoo 
but none after June 17th, whereas a fortnight later, on 
Sunday, July 1st, the same par ty at the same time of day, 
found more Pipits ' nests on the same ground, three of which 
contained each a Cuckoo's egg by the same Cuckoo as tha t 
which laid the one egg out of the six found on June 17th. 
Thus it is practically certain that the two eggs by the same 
Cuckoo in the same nest were her last two of the season. 
This was the third season in which this particular Cuckoo had 
been laying on the ground in question. 

This experience is strikingly parallel to tha t of a German 
named Fuchs whose work is reported upon by Arm. Mercier 
in an article published in Chasse et Peche in Brussels on the 
8th and 15th April, 1923. Referring to Fuchs's study of a 
Reed-Warbler Cuckoo, also for her th i rd season, which, by 
the way, he never actually succeeded in seeing lay, the article 
concludes as follows :— 

The bird to which Cuculus canorus confided her eggs was 
again a Reed-Warbler. However, an exceptional thing 
took place—the last two eggs laid were placed on the 27th 
and 29th June in the same nest ! A truly extraordinary 
case since both these eggs emanated from the same female. 
One is tempted to wonder whether on the rare occasions 

when a Cuckoo does lay twice in the same nest it is only when 
laying the last eggs of her series, and of course then only very 
occasionally. 
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A Cuckoo laying eggs of an exceptional type was found to 
victimize Spotted Flycatchers (Muscicapa s. striata) consis
tently ; altogether nine eggs were found, each in a Spotted 
Flycatcher's nest, and all within a radius of a few hundred 
yards, on the property of my friend, Mr. A. C. T. Woodward. 
One egg of this Cuckoo, also in a Flycatcher's nest, was found 
last year and a similar one in the year 1920. This year the 
Cuckoo was kept under such close observation that luckily 
the eggs were found almost immediately after they had been 
deposited. The first two eggs found were ejected by the 
foster birds and broken ; thereafter we removed the egg of 
the Cuckoo immediately on finding it. 

Although the Cuckoo's egg was in appearance reasonably 
suited to the eggs of Spotted Flycatchers, the fact that they 
were so readily ejected by the foster birds supplies evidence 
as to why the Spotted Flycatcher Cuckoo, at least in this 
country, is at present a comparative rarity. 

The now famous Cuckoo " A " of The Cuckoo's Secret film 
and book, returned to her common for her sixth season and 
was evidently on the point of beginning to lay when the 
extremely cold weather about the 6th May drove her from 
the common, along with her mate, alas, never to return ! Two 
or three weeks later her particularly devoted mate did return 
and for the rest of the season led a solitary existence on the 
borders of the common. 

As a consequence, I went to considerable pains to find and 
introduce into nests on the common no less than sixteen 
Cuckoos' eggs and/or young Cuckoos, of which only nine 
survived the sundry perils to which bird life in its infancy is 
so subject. The nine which did leave their nests safely, each 
with a Witherby ring, were as follows :— 
Ring 
No. 

Z.1001 

Z.1002 

Z.I003 

Fostered 
by 

Stonechat 

Stonechat 

Stonechat 

Date of 
leaving nest. 

Wednesday, 
June 20th 

Sunday, 
June 24th 

Friday, 
July 6th 

Origin of Cuckoo's egg-
Taken as a fresh egg from a 

Hedge-Sparrow's nest about a 
mile distant, of which Cuckoo's 
egg I have a specimen in my 
collection. 

Taken as an approximately 
fresh egg from a Meadow-
Pipit's nest forty miles dis
tant, of which Cuckoo's egg I 
have a specimen in my collec
tion. 

Taken as a fresh egg from a 
Hedge-Sparrow's nest about 
a mile distant, of which 
Cuckoo's egg I have a speci
men in my collection. 
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Ring 
No. 

Z.1004 

Z.1005 

Z.1006 

Z.1007 

Z.1008 

Z.1009 

Fostered 
by 

Meadow-
Pipit 

Meadow-
Pipit 

Meadow-
Pipit 

Meadow-
Pipit 

Sky-Lark 

Red-backed 
Shrike 

Date of 
leaving nest. 

Saturday, 
June 23rd 

Tuesday, 
July 3rd 

Monday, 
July 2nd 

Saturday, 
June 30th 

Thursday, 
June 28th 

Wednesday, 
July n t h 

Origin of Cuckoo's egg. 

Taken as a young bird, about a 
week old, from a Hedge-
Sparrow's nest about five 
miles distant. 

Taken as a fresh egg from a 
Hedge-Sparrow's nest about 
one mile distant, of which 
Cuckoo's egg I have a speci
men in my collection. 

Taken as a fresh egg from a 
Meadow-Pipit's nest about 
three miles distant, of which 
Cuckoo's egg I have a speci
men in my collection. 

Taken as a young bird, about 
eight days old, from a Mea
dow-Pipit's nest about forty 
miles distant. 

Taken as a young bird, about 
nine days old, from a Hedge-
Sparrow's nest about a mile 
distant. 

Taken as a young bird, about 
nine days old, from a Hedge-
Sparrow's nest about a mile 
distant. 

The eggs from which Z.1003 and 1005 were hatched were 
laid by the same Cuckoo. 

The eggs from which Z.1002 and 1007 were hatched were 
laid by the same Cuckoo. 

The eggs from which Z.1008 and 1009 were hatched were 
almost certainly the product of the same Cuckoo as the egg 
from which Z.1001 was hatched. 

As illustrating the variety of accidents which may befall 
the young birds, it is interesting to record that one two-day 
old young Cuckoo was trodden upon by the only cow on the 
common whilst the youngster was in the act of ejecting un-
hatched eggs from a Tree-Pipit's nest but five hours after the 
young Cuckoo had been placed in this nest. The same cow 
had been on the common for the last five years and in no other 
case had it destroyed any nest of which I was aware. The 
cow was sold the following day, but not for this offence ! 

Another young Cuckoo, hatched by a Meadow-Pipit, 
mysteriously disappeared from the nest whilst ejecting its 
nest-mates. This youngster was almost certainly taken by 
a male Shrike which is known to have done considerable 
damage amongst young nestlings on the common in the 
vicinity of this nest. 
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Two Cuckoos' eggs failed to hatch owing to their having 
been laid in deserted nests and presumably frosted through 
exposure for two or three days before incubation. 

Another young Cuckoo, two days before being ready to fly, 
was killed by a puppy dog. Yet another Cuckoo's egg, along 
with those of the fosterer, was sucked by mice. 

I am not without hope that one or more of the nine ringed 
youngsters which safely got away may return next season to 
the common. It will be interesting to ascertain whether any 
of such as are females adopt as their natural fosterers the 
same species as that which I forced to act as their foster-
parents this year ! In such cases as I possess a specimen egg 
it will be also possible, assuming again the capture of the 
young female, to ascertain what resemblance, if any, the egg 
of the daughter bears to that of her mother. 

It is worthy of record that all reports, which I have received 
from many quarters in this country this year, without excep
tion testify to the disappearance of a very large proportion 
of the female Cuckoos which in previous seasons had been 
laying in the same areas. In one district in Huntingdonshire 
only one out of five Reed-Warbler Cuckoos returned, one of 
the missing birds having laid regularly on her territory for 
seven consecutive seasons. 

I consider that the disappearance means their death, which 
can safely be attributed to the extremely inclement weather 
experienced from May 6th onwards. My experience tends to 
show that female Cuckoos suffer in this respect more severely 
than the male birds. 


