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A STUDY OF THE ROBIN BY MEANS OF 
MARKED BIRDS (SECOND PAPER). 

BY 

J. P. BURKITT. 

T H E present paper is a sequel to tha t appearing in Vol. XVII . , 
pp. 294-303, and brings my study up to the beginning of 
June, 1924. On January 6th when my previous study ended 
1 had in my area of observation the following marked birds : 
2 M., 9 M., 15 F. , 18 (M.), 19 (M.), 20 (M.), 21 , 22, 23, 25, 
26 (ML), 27 (F.), (28), 29, 30, and two unmarked birds which 
shortly afterwards I ringed as 31 and 32 (M.). (I put in 
brackets the sex discovered later.) These were each in 
definite occupation of a site with the following except ions: 
No. 20 had recently been only noticed at long intervals 
and in ground which meanwhile seemed to be fully occupied 
by others. No. 28 had been first noticed on November 4th, 
1923, was ringed on November 18th, but was not noticed 
again till February 9th, 1924, and was not seen thereafter. 
No. 27 was first noticed on November 5th, 1923, but was not 
noticed between November 16th and January 6th, 1924. 

INDICATIONS OF SPRING MOVEMENTS. 

Second Half of January.—Five birds left, viz., 15 F . , 23, 
25, 29, 30. One resident, 22, extended its territory and 
shortly afterwards left it altogether to occupy a neighbouring 
vacated territory. One pair was formed, viz., 20 M., 27 F . 

First Half of February.—One female, 34, arrived which 
formed with one of the resident males, 2, my second pair. 
Three resident males, 9, 18, 21, were noticed to make tem
porary excursions into strange territory, as further described 
below. Four birds were noticed temporarily, one of which 
was 28 referred to above. (These were presumably passing 
on ; and of course there were probably many more than I 
noticed.) One resident male, 19, disappeared for five days 
and reappeared with a marked female, 11, which had not 
been seen since early in June, 1923. These latter formed 
my third pair. 

Second Half of February.—One male and one female, 35, 
came to stay ; the latter, with 32, forming my fourth pair. 
Three birds on passage were noticed. One recently mated 
pair, 11, 19, extended their territory. 

First Half of March.—Two birds on passage were noticed. 
Two females, 36, 37, came to stay and formed with 9 and 26 
respectively my fifth and sixth pair. 



98 BRITISH BIRDS. [VOL. xvm. 

Second Half of March.—One. male, 38, arrived to reside in 
an exposed territory unoccupied since the middle of November. 
A pair, male and 39, arrived to a still more exposed territory 
on the summit of a hill which was previously considered to be 
unoccupied. These latter formed my seventh pair. 

On April 2nd a marked female, 14, arrived, which had not 
been seen since the end of June, 1923. She formed with 
one of my residents, 18, my eighth pair. Her arrival imme
diately caused my latest departure, namely, the ejection of 
31 from its territory by this last pair, though their first 
territory was a most ample one. The two territories thence 
became one. 

On April 6th an unmated male made an excursion far into 
strange territory. Finally at some date, in the second half 
of April I think, a female, 40, arrived and formed with 38 
my ninth pair. 

Two of my winter residents were thus left unmated, 21, 22 ; 
it is quite safe to assume from their habits that they were 
males. I should add that with the one exception, 31, all the 
departures appeared to be voluntary and not caused by any 
local circumstances. 

My previous suggestion (supra, p. 297) that there is a 
distinct movement about the end of January and beginning 
of February is corroborated this spring, inasmuch as practi
cally all the birds which were going to leave me departed in 
the second half of January. The arrivals kept coming 
throughout February, March, and part of April. 

SEX OF RESIDENTS AND MIGRANTS. 

Of my nine winter residents which did not leave, all were 
males except one, 27, and it will be noted from above that 
she had only recently and erratically appeared. Of the ten 
immigrants to nest here, two were males taking exposed and 
unoccupied ground, all the rest were females. Two of these 
had left after breeding here in the previous spring ; that 
is to say; of the three such females which left for the year, 
two returned. Thus of seven resident and two immigrant 
males none had for mate a resident female except the inde
cisive case of No. 27 F. (Of course "resident " is only strictly 
in reference to my piece of ground, but probably applies 
much wider.) Of the birds noted by me on passage most of 
them were presumably females, as practically all of them 
were in temporary and peaceable companionship with my 
resident males. Excitement was frequently evident among 
neighbouring males when one of these females passed along. 
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Of the six or seven birds which left me only one, 15, was 
of known sex and it was a female. The one which was 
evidently ejected by force, 31, was presumably a male. 

RESIDENT YOUNG OF THE PREVIOUS YEAR. 
I am not able to record any special attribute applying to 

the young birds which secured sites from last mid-summer 
onwards, except that of those five (18, 19, 20, 21, 23) which 
I was almost certain belonged to this class none left me in 
the autumn of their first year. One left me this spring, 23 ; 
four remained, three of which, and probably the four, were 
males. One, 20, got a mate first in the season ; one, 19, 
got an early mate ; one, 18, was nearly the last to mate ; 
one, 21, got no mate. 

FEMALE SONG. 
The marked female, 15, which I had once or twice noticed 

singing in October 1923 (supra, p. 299), did not draw my 
attention by further song before it left in January. Of the 
other four or five birds which left me (voluntarily) this spring 
I had known all but one to sing frequently, and three of 
them were quite normal winter singers ; one of the three had 
been a particularly good singer. But 1 have no proof yet of 
what sex these birds were. Bird 27 (see above) which turned 
out to be a female was not heard to sing before mating with 
20 (or after). Therefore the hope expressed in my previous 
article, that I should have much more data about female 
song, has not been fulfilled. None of the females which 
came to reside here this spring were noticed to sing after 
arrival except in the case of 14. She was first seen on April 
2nd in the territory of 18 M. and caused excitement not only 
to him but to an adjoining bird, 31. She at once appeared 
aggressive to 31, even more so than her ultimate mate (18) 
did. She acted towards 31 as a male would to another 
male, following and squaring up to him, and sang at such 
moments a couple of bars with wide open beak. The next 
day 31 had disappeared, and 14 was again noticed to sing a 
bar or two that day, but never thereafter. For the female 
to sing in matehood would seem an absurd contradiction 
to the concealment she practices (see below). 

SONG IN GENERAL. 
About the fourth week in January the males in singing 

begin to perch higher; even to the tops of trees (just as is the 
spring habit of many species, even hitherto shy ones like 
the Blackbird), As long as they remain mateless they nearly 
always sing well up and exposed; but mated ones will not 
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necessarily do so, and more usually do not. From early 
March the mated birds give distinctly less song than the 
mateless. The latter's song keeps full-bodied and far-
reaching. One of my males after his mate was killed was 
at once noticeable by much more and louder song. (I have 
written elsewhere about this applying to other species.) In 
the first stage of matehood the male does not sing much, but 
follows the lemale about. In the next stage he sings more, 
but does not move after her. He, like the males of other 
species, thus gives the impression of being anxious to keep 
the female to her position. Like other species also the Robin 
seems to start a spring evening dusk song, which this year 
began about the middle of February. But to draw up any 
hard and fast rules about Robins' song during the main song-
period seems particularly hopeless ; the why or the when of it. 
I may remark that my male which was the latest to get a 
mate had always been a first-rate singer and its territory 
was most ample and apparently most attractive. 

It seems undeniable that ceteris paribus the Robin (more so 
than other birds) sings under what human beings would call 
cheery conditions. But why a Robin should consider as 
cheery a hard, frosty, sunny morning with no prospect of 
thaw for hours, or a crisp, quiet evening with the ground 
all deep in snow and setting to hard frost—I do not know. 

My tamer Robins, used to being fed, undoubtedly start 
song on sight of me, but one would say that the cheery 
condition there is the prospect of food. 

When, however, we turn to the generally accepted theory 
that song is a concomitant of territory, this short study of 
mine indicates that territories are in force to a greater or less 
extent in every month of the year ; therefore we should expect 
some song in every month of the year, which there is. More
over, the period in which it is least heard is at a time either 
of moult or when much of the ground may, according to 
my last summer's observations, be under interregnum and 
awaiting redistribution. 

The approach of the complete stoppage of song in the first 
days of June was first evinced this year by one of my mateless 
birds giving up singing about the 21st of May. It was not 
that he had left. His failure to sing even when I produced 
food was remarkable for him. 

TERRITORY, ETC. 
My ambit this season, in which I had the nine pairs, took 

in a little more ground than the area of my previous article. 
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One first-rate territory in it, a line of hedge and bank, was 
not occupied at all this breeding season. It will be seen from 
the table below that 9 has had three mates. In 1023, after 
his having a brood with 14F., it was found that the latter had 
mated with a new male, 17, for her second brood, and that 
this pair had taken a slice off the territory of 9. His territory 
has remained the same since then. I have referred to several 
excursions by males into strange territory in the mating 
season. Those which I noticed were from 120 to 200 yards 
outside their own boundary. They may have gone further 
and of course there were probably many more of them. 

The two marked females, 11 and 14, which returned became 
mated in territories, part of which in each case was a part of 
their previous years' territory. One of these, No. 11, whose 
previous two nests on the flat ground had been unsuccessful, 
now built in the ivy, 23 feet up a tree, a few yards from her 
last nest. The attitude at the mating period of one bird 
squaring up to another and waving the head from side to 
side, I had in the past assumed to be courting. But my 
experience would now show that this is always animosity ; 
not necessarily of male to male only. 

CONCEALMENT OF FEMALE. 

This occurs during a long pre-brood period. I have referred 
to it, Vol. XVII., p. 296. It may not be practised for some 
time after mating but is especially the case after February ; if 
the bird arrives later than February, the concealment begins 
at once. Though the bird may be very tame previous to 
this practice, she becomes as shy as the rest. While the male 
sits aloft the female ferrets along somewhere low down or 
remains motionless in hiding. If she is seen at all she always 
manages to keep something between her and the observer. 
If one did not know to the contrary, by early observation 
at the times of arrival, a later observer would certainly have 
thought that most of my males were mateless. 

No. 27 was mated about mid-January, but it took me a 
month to get satisfactory identification of her marking, and 
even after that I thought she must have departed. Out of 
ten nests I only found three by seeing building operations. 
One pair close to my house, and mated on February 3rd, were 
given very much attention, yet throughout four tedious 
months I never discovered a nest, even though the male 
frequently fed her, and there were usual indications that 
she was sitting. I do not think they could have ever been 
successful in a brood or else they would surely have disclosed 
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the secret. This concealment of the female also makes the 
catching of them by bait practically impossible at that period. 

CATCHING AND NUMBER MARKED. 

I found that it was necessary to train many birds to get 
used to oatmeal grains long before I could catch them. 
Such birds at first had no idea that it was food, even hopping 
over it without touching it ; once they learned it, however, 
it continued an evidently seductive food, right into summer. 
The total number now marked is forty. One female, 36, 
was killed when commencing to sit, by a cat, of which there 
were several always near. 

LONG PERIOD FROM MATING TO LAYING. 

I had always considered Chaffinches remarkable in the 
length of this period, which in their case may be up to nearly 
seven weeks. But one of my Robin pairs was fourteen and 
a half weeks, while four others varied from eight to nine 
and a half weeks. From mating to the commencement of 
building operations there was in four cases a period of from 
seven to nine weeks. I had not data about all. I never 
expected this long interim, and thus many weeks of observa
tion were in vain. Late arrivals may have eggs earlier than 
some of the others. In the specially long instance above, 
there was for some unknown reason a delay of over three 
weeks after the nest appeared to be ready, before laying 
commenced. 

My earliest pair abandoned their first nest and five eggs 
for no apparent reason, unless the cold. Anyhow, it is an 
instance of this happening without change of either parent. 

In the appended table any male mentioned as extant has, 
unless otherwise stated, been keeping to the same site from 
the time it was first seen or marked up to the writing of this 
article, viz., end of May, 1924. 

No. 

1 

8 
9 

2 
3,4, 

5 
6 
7 

1 0 

Sex 

— 

_ M 

M 

_ 
— 
— F 

Fi r s t 
no t iced 

in occupa
t ion 

— 

— 

— 
— 
— 
— — 

Date 
Marked 

~/ lo /22 

17/12/22 
I4 / J /23 

- / x a / 2 2 
10 a n d 

11/22 
- / n / 2 2 

10/12/22 
21/1/23 

Mate 
1923 

— 

— 
14 

1 0 

— 
— 
—-2 

Mate 
1924 

— 

. 
36A 
and 
an

o the r 3 4 

— 
— 
— — 

Disappearances, Reappearances, 
and other Notes 

Disappeared soon. iT 8, 9 were marked 
consecutively in the same site. 

Died soon. 
Extant. 36 was killed. The other 

female arrived in June 1924 after the 
period of this article. 

Extant. 
> Not seen after end of 1922. 
Not seen after January 1923, 
Not seen after end of 1922. 
Not seen since May 1923. 
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No. 

I I 

S e x 

F 

12 — 

i 
13 | ? 

14 1 F 

15 

1.6 

F 

M 

1 
17 i M 
18 , M 
ig . M 
20 | M 

2 1 
22 

2 3 

24 
25 
26 
27 

2 8 

29 

3° 
31 

32 
3 3 

34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 

4 0 

? M 
? M 

"— 
— 
— M 
F 

_ 
~— 
— ? M 

M 
F 

F 
F 
F 
F 
M 
F 

F 

First 
noticed 

i n o c c u p a 
t ion 

~ 

— 
„ 

2/7/23 
8/8/23 

8/8/23 

_ 
17/6/23 

5/IO/23 
8/10/23 

5/11/23 

— 
i / t i / 2 3 

30/12/23 

2 8/10/2 3 
20/2/24 

3/2/24 
16/2/24 

8/3/24 
4/3/24 

19/3/24 
19/3/24 

- /4 /24 

D a t e 
Marked 

4/2/23 

8/2/23 

4/3/23 

4/5/2 3 

8/5/23 

9 / 6 / 2 3 

25/6/23 
30/7/23 

<>/9/23 
12/9/23 

16/9/23 
22/9/23 

23/9/23 

13/10/23 
22/10/23 
26/10/23 
16/11/23 

18/11/33 

22/11/23 
6/1/24 

24/1/24 

3/2/24 
2/5/24 

1/3/24 
3/3/2 4 
9/3/2 4 

12/3/24 
28/3/24 
J9/5/24 

22/5/24 

Mate 
1923 

no t 
mar 
ked 

— 
? 

9 
a n d 
17 
16 

1 5 

1 4 

— 
—. 
— 
— 
— 

— 
__ 
— 
— 
— 
—. 
— 

— 
— 
— 
— 
— 

— 

Mate 
1924 

19 

— 

1 8 

,— 
N o t 
mar 
k e d 

14 
' 1 1 
2 7 

None 
None 

• — 

— 3 7 
2 0 

— 
,— 
— 
— 
3 5 

N o t 
mar 
ked 

2 
3 2 

9 
2 6 
4 0 

N o t 
m a r 
ked 
3 8 

Disappearances , Reappea rances , 
a n d o the r Notes 

N o t seen be tween J u n e 1923 a n d F e b 
r u a r y 1924. E x t a n t . F o r song see 
Vol. X V I I . , p . 2g8j and for 1924 s i te 
see this ar t ic le . 

N o t seen since mark ing . P r o b a b l y a 
b i rd on passage . 

N o t seen since May 1923. No fu r the r 
d a t a. Probabl y t he female pa ren t 
to a brood in 1923. 

N o t seen be tween J u n e 1923 and 2/4/24. 
E x t a n t , Fo r song and lo r 1924 s i te 
see this a r t ic le . 

Not seen be tween J u l y and October 1923, 
nor since J a n u a r y 1924. 

N o t seen be tween J u n e 1923 and J a n u a r y 
1924. E x t a n t {?). He m a y h a v e 
been nea r -by all the t ime . No fu r the r 
d a t a . 

N o t seen since J u n e 1923. 
E x t a n t . Born 1923. 
E x t a n t . Born 1923. 
E x t a n t . Born 1923. Te r r i to ry d o u b t 

ful till J a n u a r y 1924. 
E x t a n t . Born 3923. 
E x t a n t , Changed t e r r i to ry in J a n u a r y 

1924 to ne ighbour ing vaca t ed one . 
Born 1923. Not seen since J a n u a r y 

1924. 
Not seen si nee October 1923 
Not seen since J a n u a r y 1924. 
E x t a n t . 
N o t no t iced be tween m a r k i n g and 

6/1/24. E x t a n t . 
N o t ' not iced be tween m a r k i n g a n d 

9/2/24 a n d n o t seen since. 
N o t seen since J a n u a r y 1924. 
N o t seen since J a n u a r y 1924. 
N o t seen since April 1924. Ejec ted in 

April 1924 by 18 a n d 14. 
E x t a n t . 
No fu r the r d a t a . 

E x t a n t . 
E x t a n t . 
Killed on 8/5/24, 
E x t a n t . 
E x t a n t . 
E x t a n t , 

E x t a n t . 
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