
( 294 ) 

A STUDY OF THE ROBIN BY MEANS OF 
MARKED BIRDS. 

BY 

J. P. BURKITT. 

HAVING for some years attempted a study of birds' song* 
and its relation to breeding and territory, and the Robin 
(ErUhacus rubecula melophilus) (as well as the Wren) being 
eminently peculiar in singing more or less in every month 
of the year, I proposed to make a more intensive study of 
the Robins round my house in County Fermanagh, Ireland, 
The retention of Robins' song at once suggests retention of 
territory. The latter would be a usual argument for the 
former. 

What I aimed at was to try to ring a number of adult 
Robins, each in apparent occupation of a territory, in such 
a way that I could know each at sight ; of course, through 
binoculars if necessary. I began in October, 1922, and have 
up to date (January 7th, 1924) ringed thirty such Robins. 

INTRODUCTORY. 

Some interest may attach to my methods of catching and 
ringing. For a cage I used some old wire-gauze meat-covers. 
I started with a trigger arrangement for the bird to catch 
itself by hopping on to a rod held by the trigger. But after 
one catch I found it much more sure and in the end quicker 
to stand and wait with along thread (30 to 100 yards) tied to 
a stick about seven inches long propping up the cage. I take 
my stand with the thread running sideways to the propped 
cage and with the food on the board or ground at the back 
centre of the cage. I can see from the distant side view 
when the bird appears well in under the cage and having 
left no food at the sides I know he must be central and 
catchable. It is necessary to leave some crumbs outside 
to attract him, but not in a position to mislead you when 
holding the string. I had a bit of the wire cover removable 
where I could insert my wrist to secure the bird without 
lifting the cage. I then put him in the darkness of my 
pocket where he kept quite quiet till I took him to a room 
(for safety) to ring, I was careful to liberate him again in 
his own territory. Of course, endless patience was needed. 
It might perhaps be hall an hour's job or it might take weeks 

* Irish Naturalist, Vol. XXVIII . , p . 9 7 ; Vol. XXX. , p . 113 ; 
Vol. X X X I . p. 117. 
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getting him used to the cage. But it was not uncommon to 
go out to catch a Robin in his estate and be back with him 
in an hour and a half. I have only recently realized that 
ordinary oatmeal is much the best bait. 

When catching a sitting bird I had to decorate the cage 
with moss, not only for the bird's sake, but to conceal the 
cage from people, and then leave it for the birds to get used 
to it. I had also to ensure that it would fall bird-tight ; and 
if on a bank some hinge arrangement had to be made. 

As to rings, I have up to now used variations of numbers 
up to three on a leg or up to four between both legs. To 
form the later variations one of the rings had to be black, 
and somewhat longer and narrower than the aluminium ones 
in order to be the more readily detected. I gave up my 
first idea of coloured rings as quite too difficult of detection. 
I may warn others that it often takes much patience to get 
a clear, steady view or proper background lor identifying 
the rings. 

My aluminium rings are about 0.45 inches round by 0.18 
inches high ; and the dark rings 0.4 round by 0.3 high. The 
latter I cut out of some thin, dark, tinny material which is 
probably not good. Where there is a black and white ring 
on one foot I put the aluminium one underneath to bear 
more softly on the foot. The easiest combination to identify 
is white, black, white, on one leg. 

There is no evidence up to the present that the multiple 
rings trouble the bird. I have nearly got to the limit of 
variations with four rings, and fear to burden the birds 
with more. 

I hesitate to repeat markings that have already been used 
on birds which have disappeared. 

I found it impossible to catch birds by food in the spring 
of T923 after March 4th. They would take no notice of it. 
Any further catches in the breeding season had to be done 
at the nest. This could not safely be tried till the young 
were hatched for fear of desertion, and the male was a 
specially difficult proposition. I caught two males and two 
females at the nest. 

The male does not feed the young nearly so freely as the 
female, at least under observation he is much more chary 
of going to the nest {cf. Kirkman). He may transfer his 
food to the female. The two keep crossing most confusingly 
when in the neighbourhood of the nest, and one can only 
realize by experience how in spite of the most careful and 
patient watching through glasses you may yet pull the cage 
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on the wrong bird. In this study I assumed that the parent 
which appeared to do all the nest-building and incubation 
was the female. 

I here dare give my opinion that in spite ot the Robin 
being considered the embodiment of simplicity among birds, 
it is about the most difficult of our common birds to detect 
in its nesting operations, till the young are hatched, except 
by luck. Its natural movements are thoroughly deceptive, 
appearing to lay emphasis on a number of spots, any but the 
true one. If the territory allows it to follow the usual method 
of concealment, it is quite a bit of luck to catch it building. 
The male may exhibit himself well while the female will be 
sneaking low along drains and undergrowth quite a distance 
away, rarely showing herself when at work. I am a pretty 
old hand at bird scouting and yet I confess that to the end 
of March, 1923, I thought that some of my Robins had no 
mates, and one I actually thought to be still unmated until 
I found the nest with young hatched ! Even when you see 
two birds and suspect a nest, they perform the most confusing 
criss-cross movements which generally leave you carefully 
watching the male, while the female has slipped off leaving 
you as wise as ever. 

It is risky to assume that a Robin is absent from a territory 
because it is not seen, as might especially happen out of the 
breeding season. Even after the leaves fall you may watch 
for an hour or even several hours and not see it. On the 
other hand, you can ordinarily calculate alter mid-September 
on seeing the owner in half an hour. Your mere presence 
will probably bring the bird to you out of curiosity or 
pugnacity. Where the habitat is a piece of hedge or hedges 
the bird (out of the breeding season) normally spends its day 
doing regular sentry go from end to end of its estate. If you 
miss catching it on the up journey, your next chance will be 
on its down journey. You won't easily turn it back till it 
wishes to go. Everyone knows its normal method of perching 
on the quiet side of a hedge, and darting down to get some
thing in the field and up again, and so on. But at other 
times it seeks the undergrowth and may disappear for ages, 
even when there are no leaves left to conceal it. All of a 
sudden it will reappear from nowhere, and you are pleased 
to have your patience rewarded. 

A windy day is all against seeing Robins ; a quiet day is 
the best. Shelter seems necessary for a suitable territory, 
such as would be provided by banks, thick hedges, etc. And 
thus I think that at the beginning of November or before. 
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when the leaves are nearly gone, certain territories which did 
well enough when the leaves were on, now become windswept, 
and their occupants must travel in search of better quarters. 
One such territory with me lost its occupant at that time 
in 1923, and in 1922 some of my losses were about that time, 
and I noticed just then about the country a number of cases 
of Robins being chivied by others. Whatever the reasons 
be, there are indications of movement among Robins about 
the end of October and beginning of November. 

There appears to be another and distinct movement about 
the end of January and beginning of February, as some 
pairing seems in progress then. I hope to know more about 
this in February, 1924. 

A certain disappearance of adult Robins in quantity is 
referred to below. This might by some be attributed to 
mortality by fighting. In my period of study I have seen 
very little fighting. An occasional mild clash on frontiers, 
or the chivying of a stranger, but no mortal combat to suggest 
slaughter, much less decimation. This disappearance might 
by others be attributed to hawks, cats, etc., but it would take a 
lot of evidence to get me to acquiesce in that. The Robin is 
commiserated with as being so " confiding,'' but I think he 
has far too wonderful eyesight and " intelligence " to be an 
easy prey. I am not aware at the moment what proportion 
of Robins are found among Hawks' kills. 

HISTORIES OF INDIVIDUALS. 

As the ringing was perforce done gradually, I have not data 
from the start about every part of the area with which I 
deal, and it will be seen that owing to a heavy disappearance 
of birds previous to the breeding season of 1923 I was badly 
handicapped for the nesting operations by having practically 
no preliminary knowledge of territories. I am now (January 
7th, 1924) in a good position with all the occupants ringed to 
take stock of what may happen this year should I find time 
to do so. 

No. 1 was ringed in October, 1922 ; it disappeared and 
No. 8 was ringed in that territory on December 17th. The 
latter was found dead later on, and a third occupant of this 
territory, No. 9, was ringed on January 14th, 1923. 

No. 2 was also ringed in October, 1922. Nos. 3, 4, 5 and 7 
disappeared before the end of 1922. 

(I unfortunately lost the dates of ringing of 3, 4, 5 ; but 
3 was last seen on December 17th, 7 was ringed on Decem
ber 10th and last seen on December 24th.) 
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No. 6, owing to altering its site gradually up to 60 or 70 
yards' total, was caught three times under the supposition 
that it was a fresh bird ; but it disappeared towards the end 
of January, 1923. 

I ringed No. 10 on January 21st, 1923; No. 11 on February 
4th ; No. 12 on February 8th ; No. 13 on March 4th. 

No. 12 disappeared at once. I am not quite sure that it 
was a bird with a settled territory. 

Thus on March 4th I had the following marked birds :— 
2 M., 9 M., 10 F., 11 F., and 13. But of 13 I have no further 
reliable data except that it was last seen on May 26th and 
seemed to be the female parent of a brood. I have placed 
M. and F. after the numbers to indicate the sex, which I later 
discovered. 

Nos. 2 M. and 10 F. reared a brood. They were seen 
feeding fledged young at the end of May and then disappeared. 
10 F. was never seen again, but 2 M. was found singing in 
its previous territory on September 28th, and is there still. 
He is a strangely shy bird. 

No. 9 M. got a mate, 14 F., which I caught on the nest 
and ringed on May 4th. They had an unusually large territory. 
After the brood was reared, 9 M. kept singing in one end of 
this territory very prominently, but I could never see the 
female with him. I was much surprised later to find her in 
the other part of the tenitory with another brood and a new 
husband, No. 17 M., which I caught at the nest and ringed 
on June 25th. 

Nos. 14 F. and 17 M. disappeared about the end of June 
and have not been seen again. 

No. 9 M. sang on up to the general disappearance in early 
June when he ceased. But he was caught sight of at 
intervals of a fortnight till August 13th, when he began to 
show himself more normally and to sing again. He is still 
here in the same territory. 

As to No. 11 F., when I ringed it on February 4th it had 
been singing and keeping well to its territory, and when I 
let it go from my hand it sang some bars. The latter might 
have been in alarm. It is, I suppose, well known that many 
birds under great excitement sometimes insert song notes 
among the usual alarm ones. 

I started my study with the assumption that all singing 
Robins were cocks, and was therefore much astonished later, 
on April 7th, to see this bird being fed by another, thus 
suggesting that No. 11 was a female, and such it turned out 
to be. 
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No. I I F. and her mate had their first nest destroyed just 
when I had prepared to catch him. Their second nest was 
quickly made, unknown to me, at the other extreme end of 
their territory. Here was another chance of ringing him, 
but as I have said the male is a very difficult proposition. 
Thus at this second nest I caught the already ringed female, 
I I F., twice in mistake for the cock, with the result that 
she deserted the poor young or at least long enough for them 
to die. I never succeeded in catching that male. Both of 
these birds disappeared early in June and she at least never 
reappeared. 

15 F. and 16 M. were another pair. I caught the female 
at their first nest on May 8th. It was robbed two days after 
ringing her and thus the catching of the male was foiled. 
But within four days at most a new nest was ready and I 
eventually ringed him on June 9th. This pair disappeared 
soon after that, but I caught sight of 15 F. on July 26th with 
a young companion. I did not notice her again till Octo
ber 14th when she seemed to be singing as well as any bird 
of that period, and doing sentry-go on the original 
territory. 

On November 5th a new bird, No. 27, was noticed using 
and continued to use, for a while at least, a part of this 
territory. I ringed it on November 16th. But I did not 
notice it again till January 6th, 1924. 

No. 16 M. I did not see again till when correcting the proof 
ot this paper. He was occupying a territory which might 
be termed an extension of the old breeding territory. He 
may have been not far from there all the winter as in that 
case he would have been outside my usual ambit. 

This is the sum of my 1923 nesting pairs. But in order to 
prepare the reader for there being room for later ringed birds, 
I would draw attention to the point that of 1115? ten adult 
birds of the breeding season, eight disappeared early in June 
and the other two (with a late brood) early in July. (One of 
these ten was, however, caught sight of later at intervals of a 
fortnight.) Five or probably six of the ten never appeared 
again, consisting of three females and one probable female, 
one marked male and one unmarked male. 

It should also be remembered that there were two other 
breeding pairs in the area wherein I have done my total 
ringing to date, but I had not been able to deal with them 
in the 1923 nesting season. 

Some young birds " on their own " began to be in evidence 
about the second week in June, though young with gapes 
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still bright yellow were seen on July 20th. But only a very 
odd one got attached to a site and remained, and even these 
were seldom seen ; the rest disappeared. I noticed young 
in sites (which they continued to occupy) on the following 
dates: June 17th (No. 23), July 2nd (No. 19), July 30th 
(No. 18), August 8th (No! 20), August 8th (No. 21). Their 
youth was evident by their plumage till near the middle 
of August. 

There was a big gap between August 8th and the next 
appearance of any Robins, which was not till the last week 
in September and later. I cannot be dogmatic as to the 
dates of appearance of the later ones. Between September 
22nd, however, and the piesent date (January 7th, 1924), 
eight more were added to my ringed list. Three of these 
were in territories outside the orbit of my earlier nesting pairs. 

With regard to the disappearance of adults in June, several 
years' experience leads me to expect all song to cease here 
completely after the first few days of June. From my study 
of many other species, cessation of song points to ending 01 
mating impulse and the approach of the moult ; in fact, a 
period of eclipse. Cases of moulting may be seen at the end 
of June, but more usually in July, though any sign of an 
adult at this time is rare. 

I was much struck by what seemed to be a nearly 
complete absence of Robins after the breeding season, 
except an occasional young bird, and their comparative 
numbers after, say, mid-September. I have referred in the 
introduction to this paper to the secretive habits of the Robin 
at times; therefore before the leaves fall, and if it does not 
wish to be seen and makes no note you will not see it. And 
thus one cannot easily dogmatize as to what is happening 
during the extraordinary scarcity of Robins from June to 
September. 

TERRITORY. 

My thirty marked birds were ringed inside an area which 
in 1923 gave nesting ground to seven or eight pairs and 
which now in winter holds thirteen to fourteen single birds. 

Thus, the number of territories in this area after the breeding 
period of 1923 is just about double what there was in the 
breeding period. This seems to suggest the breaking up of 
each joint territory into single territories, and the female 
then holding a territory similarly to the male ; which latter 
all the evidence seems to indicate. But it also requires the 
condition that as many adults should disappear as young 
birds remain ; not to mention accidents or immigration. 
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Most of the post-June birds of 1923 have maintained a 
practically constant territory since they were first noticed 
(up to this date January 7th, 1924), but there have been two 
or three cases of encroachment and perhaps one of displace
ment. I have already described the case of No. 27. 

Early in November a bird, No. 29, took as part of its 
teriitory a small, awkward and apparently unnecessary bite 
out of a neighbour's, No. 22, and still holds it. Again, a 
bird (24) noticed first about October 5th occupied as part 
of its territory a corner of a plantation which was previously 
all owned by 18. The former disappeared about October 29th. 
On December 9th this corner was taken by a new bird which 
made to itself a curious territory by apparently displacing 
another bird, No. 20, and thus making a territory by taking 
a few yards out of each of three parallel hedges which belonged 
to other birds. It had to fly across from one to the other. 
Unfortunately, when I was catching this bird the cage killed 
it. 

With regard to the size of a territory the length of hedge 
is generally a more true valuation of territory than its area. 
My territories give an average to the breeding pairs of about 
180 yards length of hedge or an area of i-l acres; and to 
single birds, out of the season, of 90 yards length and f of an 
acre area. The dimensions are smaller, as would be expected, 
where there is more cover or near a hen-run with food-
pickings, and larger in adverse cases. Three estates border 
on a hen-run here this winter, while four others come to 
within 30 to 40 yards of it. Yet I have never seen any of 
those four Robins at the hens* food, a remarkable example 
of the strictness of territory. Prolonged frosts might make 
a difference. I may remark that in the breeding season I 
have seen a female go far into other territory for food for the 
young. 

SONG. 

When I began this study I assumed that only the male 
sang. I knew of no other species where the female sang. In 
fact, song has been negatively defined as what the female 
does not do. I had not read Kirkman where he guesses that 
Robin females as well as males sing. Practically all the birds 
which I ringed in the autumn of 1922 I had known to give 
some song. I assumed that they were males. I have des
cribed above my disillusionment in regard to No. 11 F. I 
have no data as to when it ceased singing before nesting. 
I have no evidence yet that any female sings during the 
nesting season. As to female song outside the breeding 
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period I have up to the present had only one other known 
female to argue from, namely, No. 15, which I have already 
described as singing in October, It would be premature to 
say any more on this point till after a couple of months, when 
I expect a fair share of my present marked birds will turn 
out to be females. Practically all my present birds have sung. 

Now as to post-breeding song I have just a few words. 
As I have said above, the spring song ended in the first days 
of June. The next song was an occasional small note or two 
from young birds once or twice in July and a little more (also 
from young birds) in the first week of August. This latter 
is the time we always notice the recommencement of Robins' 
song here. 

The first song from one known adult was on August 13th 
and from another not till September 28th. From several 
years' observation I gather' that the autumn song nearly 
disappears here by the end of October, but that promptly 
about New Year's Day a strong new song is certain to arise. 
Thus in November and December little is heard of Robins. 

I am not in a position yet to suggest conclusions upon the 
general question of impulse for song with the Robin such as 
I have tried to give in regard to other common species. If 
this study could be prolonged no doubt points would get 
clearer. 

Comparison between Irish Robins and English might in 
certain matters be difficult if the breeding periods were not 
similar. In England the breeding period of a number of 
common species lasts longer than here (as I have shown in the 
Irish Naturalist). I notice that Messrs. Alexander (British 
Birds, Vol. I., p. 369) put the spring song of the Robin in 
England as terminating in the fourth week of June or later, 
whereas ours terminates in the first week, thus implying nearly 
a month longer breeding period in England. The latest eggs 
here will probably be hatched before mid-June. The English 
Robin probably breeds earlier also. Our normal early clutch 
is laid about the middle of April. 

I have only recently perused Kirkman's notes on the 
Robin in The British Bird Book, and Yarrell's. These were 
in many respects interestingly corroborated by my study 
of the bird, but not in all. Kirkman did not feel clear about 
boundaries till November. I did not have such doubts. I 
have not yet seen very glaring inequality in size of estates, 
nor much of boundary disputes, to both of which he refers. 
I have dealt above with female song and territory, in regard 
to which Kirkman appears to have guessed correctly. There 
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does not seem much in my study to suggest that the young 
of the year are driven away by adults, as Kirkman also 
doubts. He says, " it is in a sense true that they disappear, 
as in and about August they moult off the young feathers," 
but with me this process has not seemed to require a necessary 
disappearance though the birds certainly were not obtrusive. 
Yarrell says that towards the end of summer old birds mostly 
withdraw from observation to leafy shelters which favour 
the strain of moulting, and after moulting return towards 
autumn to their familiar haunts which have meanwhile been 
occupied by their progeny. That then they fight, but that 
contrary to vulgar belief the young are mostly defeated. 

My study does not up to the present seem to corroborate 
this return and warfare. Besides, where did they return 
from and was it a special reserve ior moulters ? " What 
happens to the defeated young is," he goes on to say, " not 
known," and he further says that the first hard weather 
makes a decided effect on the distribution. My study with 
marked birds has hardly been large enough to give evidence 
on this latter point; I have guessed at some change when the 
leaves fall, but on the whole this 1923-4 winter has, so far, 
shown remarkably constant territories. 

Heavy though the work be and laborious the notes in dealing 
with a set of marked birds, yet the number after all is so 
limited that one must beware of over-generalization. 

Might I encourage others by remarking that I am not a 
man of leisure. Absolutely the reverse is the case, but the 
job meant ruling out other recreation. 
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