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

BY 

J. P. B U R K I T T 

I AM now able to continue the results of my study of Robins 
(Erithactis r. melophilus) (see Vol. XVII,, p. 294, Vol. XVIII., 
p. 97) from where I left off at the end of May, 1924, up to 
December 21st, 1924. I think I have reached a stage where 
it is not altogether unreasonable and where it would certainly 
be more helpful to the reader if I preface this paper by some 
more or less tentative findings from my study:— 
A. A male normally retains the whole or part of his breeding 

territory throughout the year, and from year to year. 
B. Most females remain in the breeding territory for the 

moult or for the greater part of it. 
C. Towards the end of the moult there grows an estrangement 

between the male and female of a pair. 
D. All the female parents wander; mostly towards the 

end of or after the moult, occasionally before it. 
E. This wandering may not be very far, as it may end in 

(a return and) taking up a territory in the near neigh
bourhood, or even in the breeding site, if there be a 
vacancy, by the end of September or in October. 

F. Most young birds after leaving the parents wander 
without any sense of territory. Probably each 
breeding season finally results in comparatively few 
surviving young birds, say less than one to each pair. 
A few young birds acquire territory before October. 
The remainder probably try to get territories mainly 
towards the end of October and part of November. 

G. Females appear to wander again early in the new year 
and on to the end of March. 

H. Probably the requirements of late autumn birds seeking 
territory are never all completely satisfied and stabilized 
before the spring movement commences. 

I. Probably every female sings an occasional bar during her 
sole occupation of a territory ; but the total of such song 
is almost negligible. Any appreciable song heard fre
quently from a Robin seems to surely denote a male. 

I shall now proceed to enlarge on the above propositions. 

* For previous papers see Vol. XVII . pp. 294-303; Vol XVIII , , 
pp. 97-103. 
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(A) The only exceptions in my study to proposition " A " are 
the cases of one male parent (17) in 1923 and one (32) in 
1924 which disappeared after their breeding season. 32 
was on my outskirts and may possibly have side-slipped 
out of my ken without really going away. And of course 
there is always the chance of death or some special adversity. 
(For further corroboration see Lord Grey's letter below.) 
My 1923-4 experience suggests that I might go further than 
proposition " A " and say that not only breeding males but 
young males who acquire autumn territories persist in their 
sites. I have not yet had any known case of a male resident, 
young or old, leaving me in spring ; but I need more positive 
evidence. In that case there would be no spring movement 
of males. Against this was the apparent arrival of two males 
to unoccupied ground here in March, 1923 (p. 98 above). 
(Note that the male arrival in February on p. 97 is an error, 
as the table on p. 103 will show.) There is just a chance 
I may have been wrong in considering the above ground 
unoccupied, as it was rather outside my usual beat at that 
time. 

(B) The first signs of moult, showing like wet spots on the 
throat, were noticed in various birds in 1924 on dates between 
June 13th and July 4th. Two or three weeks later the birds 
were without a tail. A new tail appeared to be fully grown 
by a further fortnight or less. I made no observations between 
August 3rd and 22nd, but on the latter date four birds (at 
least) showed a light buff frontal band between the 
eyes, evidently a precursor to the new red band there. 
The last part to show moult seemed to be the back of 
the head and of the neck, which in several birds was still 
in evidence in the last days of August. So that the moult 
did not seem completely over for all birds till the second 
week in September. Indeed, in rare cases, it may not be 
over till the end of September. If it had not been that I 
had trained the birds to expect food from me at exposed 
feeding boards I should never have seen them and known 
they were there and been able to study them during moult. 
In this respect I had an immense advantage over my 
observations of this time last year. I was able to keep in 
regular touch with most of the birds. During heavy moult 
the birds came from the undergrowth to the feeding board 
and returned into it again; there was no open flying. 

The females were less frequently enticed from concealment 
thnn the males. Of eight females, two appeared to be 
wandering from their territory just before the moult ; all 
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the rest were seen in their territory during at least part of 
the moult and at least three of these remained through the 
moult. 

(c) I saw estrangement between male and female in two 
cases at least. The following is one of them : 

On July 30th, that is, late in the moult, the male and female 
came to the feeding board ; the male retired. When they 
were next observed together, on August 22nd, the male drove 
the female from the food when he wanted it, but not otherwise. 
She left the territory and was not seen again in my area till 
October 4th, when she returned to a territory alongside. She 
then wanted to feed at the male's board, having been used 
to it before, but he chased her away to her own ground. 
Later on 1 saw the female chasing the male from her ground. 

(o) (E) Two females appeared to be wandering before the 
moult. One of these was the female which arrived to male 9 
(see previous table) on June 13th. It was building a nest 
a few days later but disappeared when the nest was half 
made about June 24th. Conceivably moulting set in and 
interfered. The other female wanderer, just before moult, 
was 14. She had evidently dissolved partnership with her 
mate, 18 M., and appeared to be " on the loose " on or before 
June 14th. Her young, which I had last seen in the nest, 
would have been barely a week out of the nest by then. 
9 M. did not object to her being in his territory, nor did she 
seem to take any notice of him. She was last seen on 
June 24th. She then showed beginnings of moult. 

Now as to females wandering during or after the moult. 
A female, 37, had left her breeding territory and was caught 
120 yards away without a tail on July 27th, but has not 
been seen since. I had re-caught her in mistake for another. 
Two other females, n and 40, were seen and in moult in 
their breeding territories on July 24th and June 14th respec
tively, but have not been seen since. Another female, 27, 
left her breeding territory after the moult, about August 22nd, 
and was not seen till she returned on October 4th to take up 
a vacant territory alongside the breeding one. She has 
been there since. Another female, 34, was seen in her 
breeding territory on July 29th, but was not seen again 
till September 21st, when she was found occupying ground 
about 120 yards from the breeding territory. In fact, it 
was part of an adjoining territory from which the female 
had gone. Another female, 35, not noticed since early 
June, was found in occupation of a territory 400 yards 
away on October 12th. This latter territory was in ground 
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newly included in my observations. She remained in 
constant ownership till December ist, since when she has 
not been seen. There was no apparent reason for this latter 
disappearance as she left no successor. 

Thus, out of seven marked females, three were found again 
in my area of observation, four disappeared. The dates 
of apparent reappearance were September 21st, October 4th, 
October 12th. Compare this with my 1923 experience in 
the disappearance of 13 F. and in the return of 15 F. to 
her original territory on October 14th of that year, and in the 
arrival of 27 F. on November 5th. 

(F) Several young of a brood may be seen being fed in the 
hedges by the parents, but these young soon disappear. 
One catches sight of a young bird frequently in June, July 
or August, apparently w'andering about. They do not seem 
to recognize territory or to be taken seriously by the adults. 
They, like the wandering females, would probably like to 
exhibit themselves as little as possible, and work along 
under cover. This autumn, on an area covered during the 
breeding season by nine pairs and two unpaired birds, only 
five young birds acquired territory during their period of 
youthful plumage (that was before the middle of September) 
and one in adult plumage in the same period, which I guessed 
from its habits to be young ; while of these six, two (42, 46) 
disappeared from their territories later and were replaced 
by other birds. 

After the middle of September at latest one is most 
unlikely to be able to know a young bird by its plumage. 
But October and part of November is notable for seeing 
some new birds about, a few of which acquire abiding sites, 
the rest making only a temporary occupation. 1 should 
guess that these birds are mainly young ones now eager for 
sites, as there are indications that most of the wandering 
adult females are settled earlier. 

Altogether, since the end of August, I have seen in my 
area about half a dozen unmarked birds (of unknown age) 
which were evidently wandering without territory, but of 
course this number would depend on the luck and frequency 
of my reconnaissances. It was interesting to watch one 
such bird in adult plumage on September 20th being chivied 
out of two or three territories by the residents. 

The quick disappearance of birds 1,3, 4, 5, 7 marked by 
me in October to December, 1922 (Vol. XVII., p. 297), could 
now be easily explained by their being birds of the notable 
October-November movement which were not true residents. 
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Now that I know true residents I do not ring a bird till it 
has been at least a week in a site. 

After the breeding season the adult owners of territory 
do not exhibit themselves in the regular winter and spring 
manner, and do sentry-go, till the last half of September. 
Young birds do it earlier and their youth may be disclosed 
thereby. The more active supervision of territory thus 
arising late in September is probably clue to the more active 
demand for sites as referred to above, both by females and 
young. It is remarkable how new birds find out where there 
is an unclaimed or feebly claimed bit of ground, sometimes 
quite a small one, and learn at once its exact boundaries. 

I have referred to young generally disappearing, but in 
the case of one brood of mine, what appeared to be two of 
the young remained on in the territory during the parents' 
moult and later. The male, 20, had continually to chase 
them away from his food, but it was only a mild, short chase. 
He did not seem to mind them much. One of them (42) soon 
went to new ground. The other (43) remained on and 
secured by a mild process a part of the old territory and has 
been its recognized owner ever since. 

Acquisition of Sites. 
I may here describe the general acquisition of sites in 

the autumn of 1924. Altogether from last breeding season 
to December 21st ten new birds, exclusive of my marked 
females, established themselves in an area which in the breeding 
season held nine pairs and two unpaired birds. But three 
of these (42, 46, 51) disappeared again during that period, 
leaving as a result seven new occupants to that area ; or to 
put it another way, an area which contained twenty adults 
in the breeding season now holds nineteen birds, made up 
as follows : 

Ten old males (2, 9, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 26, 38, 39), two old 
females (27, 34), four young birds (41, 43, 44, 45) and three 
other birds, age unknown (47, 53, 55). 

I have recently got to know the occupants of a larger 
area than above, but I do not know the previous history 
of the additional part well enough to determine which birds 
are new. 

The process of acquisition by the ten new birds plus two 
old females was as follows : 

Six (27 F., 34 F., 41, 43, 47, 51) got their ground by reducing 
the area of breeding territories which had been left to the 
sole occupancy of the males. Two (45, 46) by taking parts 
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of one territory from which both the male and female had 
disappeared. One (42) by taking unoccupied ground. Two 
(44, 53) by the displacement or disappearance of two of 
the former owners (42, 46). One, very recent (55), by 
taking a very small bit, of doubtful ownership, bordering 
on three territories. 

(G) This proposition rests on the experience given in my 
previous papers, especially see p. 98 above. 

Whilst numbers of females were evidently in motion very 
early last spring, I have yet to be sure of the sex of the birds 
which leave me at that time. Such observations in 1925 
will be interesting. 

(H) A basis for this surmise is the arrival—one in December 
of each year—of such birds as 55 in 1924, 31 in 1923, 7 in 
1922 (see tables). 

Song. 
(1) .Song this summer had ceased with one-half of the males 

by the end of the first week in June. All except two had 
ceased by the end of the second week, and these two had not 
altogether ceased till after the third week in June. (In 
the Robin as well as in several other species song lasted this 
year about a fortnight later than usual.) 

The latest singer was the latest male to begin moulting. 
But the latest singer had the least delay between ceasing 

song and showing signs of moult, namely nine days. In 
July this year I heard no song from young or adults except 
a few notes on one or two occasions from one young bird 
(41) which had acquired a. site. I do not know when old 
birds recommenced song this August {1924), as I was awaj' 
part of the month, but by August 22nd several old males 
were singing, though their moult was still in the stage of the 
buff frontal band referred to below. It may here be noted 
that for a certain period (moult) Robins do hold territory 
without any song. With regard to female song, each of 
the three marked adult females which took up sites round 
me this autumn were heard to sing, but the total for the 
whole autumn was only a few feeble bars ; and these were 
generally made on occasions of hostility. The same applies 
to another bird which I later found to be a female, while 
another female born in 1924 has never been heard to sing yet. 
But of course there was certain to have been more song than 
1 happened to hear. 

There is no doubt that Robin's autumn song goes with a 
high barometer, sunshine, and absence of wind ; in unpleasant, 
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noisy, or raw weather it is most unlikely that any song will 
be heard. In autumn there is an undoubted habit with 
Robins of not singing or appearing for one hour or two after 
mid-day. 

Lord Grey of Falloden has sent me a charming and 
instructive account of certain Robins of his acquaintance 
which I must only very briefly refer to here, where it applies 
to my particular observations. 

One male Robin, identified by a certain freak feather, 
and tamed to perch on the hand, has been in the same territory 
for three years past, only shifting about ten yards in 1924. 
There was a nest each year. Two other males, in quite 
different neighbourhoods and identified by being tamed 
to perch on the hand, held the same territories in the autumn 
as in the spring 1924. A fourth male similarly identified 
in spring 1924 has, however, apparently not reappeared 
in its territory in the autumn. 

These males in the three cases observed ceased to show 
themselves at about mid-July. This being a month later than 
my Irish birds corroborates what I said on p. 302, Vol. XVII. 
One reappeared about mid-August, one towards the end of 
August and one in September. 

He describes a furious combat at his very feet due to one 
bird entering another's territory to take the food. Such a 
patch of feathers was left that if he had not seen the fray he 
would have thought a bird had been killed there. He refers 
to the greater shyness of the females in spring. He found 
that the females began to be fed, and expected to be fed, by 
the male as nesting approached, but not before ; and this 
continued from April onwards. Though not directly relevant 
to this paper, I would add his interesting note that one of 
the tamed males would perch on his hand and fill its beak 
with meal worms when he was a yard from the nest, but 
would not go to the nest unless he moved five or six yards 
from it. 

NUMBER MARKED AND AREA. 

I have altogether marked fifty-five birds, of which twenty-
four are my present occupants, in an area of observation of 
about twenty-four acres, divided up by hedges, etc., so as to 
provide about an average of 120 lineal yards to each bird. 

The following is a continuation of the table on p. 103 
above, for the recently ringed birds. The above table will 
have to be brought up to date later. 
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No. 

4 1 
4 2 

43 
44 
45 
4« 

47 
48 
49 
5 0 
5 1 

5~ 
51 
54 
55 

First noticed 
in occupation. 

17/7/24 

- , '6 /24 

-/7/*4 
23/8/24 
22/6/24 
16/9/24 

17/10/34 
24/9 /24 

23/10/24 
14/10/24 
27/10/24 

1 1 / 1 1 / 2 4 
2 3 / 1 1 / 2 4 
11/11/24 
14/12/24 

— --
Date 

marked. 

24/7/24 
1/8/24 

26 /8 /24 
30/8 /24 
31/8 /24 

10/T0/24 

31/10 /24 
" 2/11/24 

2/11/24 
7/11/24 

15/11/24 

1 5 / 1 1 / 2 4 
13/12/24 
13/12/24 
21 /12 /24 

— — - - " " • ~ ' 

Notes. 

Born 1924. 
Born 1924, not seen since early 

August, 1924. 
Born 1924. 
Probably born 1924. 
Born 1924. 
Born 1924, not seen since 

15/11/24 . 
Kew arrival. 

New arrival, no t seen since 
marking. 

New arrival. 
New arrival in place of 46. 

1 New arrival. 
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