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ROOKS NESTING IN STAG-HEADED TREES. 
BY 

J. M. DEWAR, M.D. 

SINCE the year 1925 Rooks (Corvus f. frugilegus) have nested 
in stag-headed trees near the city of Edinburgh. Whether 
they did so before 1925 I cannot say, as in that year my 
attention was first attracted to the subject by reading 
McDiarmid's Sketches from Nature (1830 : 209). McDiarmid, 
whose observations were made in Dumfriesshire, thought 
that the birds preferred to nest in stag-headed trees. At the 
present time there are many stag-headed trees in the southern 
and eastern suburbs of Edinburgh, but Rooks nest in cnly 
a small number of these trees, so that I hardly think the 
Rooks can be said to show a preference in this locality. Also, 
most of the Rooks nest in healthy trees of which there is 
plenty. 

I should perhaps explain that a stag-headed tree is one in 
which the top branches are dead and project like antlers 
above the leafy canopy. Stag-headedness is a definite sign 
that the vitality of a tree has been injured, and after the 
appearance of stag-headedness death of the whole tree 
follows in the course of some years. Hereabouts the affected 
trees are beeches and oaks. I have not seen any nests in 
stag-headed oaks, all being in beeches. 

In an early stage of the tree's decline there is a sufficiency 
of healthy, pliant branches for the Rooks to nest on in a. 
normal manner and for the provision of a leafy canopy 
adequate to conceal the nests during the period of brood-
care. In the middle stage the whole tree is stag-headed 
and there are no pliant branches. The nests are built on 
rigid forks, close to the main stem, at a level which is much 
lower than normal, and the moribund branches develop so 
few leaves that the nests are more or less exposed during the 
period of brood-care. In the penultimate stage of dying 
the tree has only a single living branch. This branch arises 
from the trunk fairly low down and carries at its summit a 
scanty brush of stems on which is placed the nest. Few 
leaves come out from the brush and they fail to hide the nest. 
In two instances of this nature the results have been success
ful, although in advance the appearance of the nests suggested 
speculative building. Indeed, nesting in stag-headed trees, 
as far as I have observed it, has been devoid of accident, 
and it is noteworthy that all the stag-headed trees I have 
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been watching survived without injury the great gales of 
January 28th and April 20th, 1927, when many apparently 
healthy trees were blown down. 

In 1927 eight nests were noted in solid forks of stag- headed 
beeches. Seven of these nests produced young. The eighth 
nest was at the lowest level and was abandoned presumably 
on account of its poor elevation. There were also about 
twenty nests in other stag-headed trees, but these nests were 
placed in healthy parts of the trees. 

It is thus evident that Rooks do not necessarily nor 
immediately desert a tree when manifest decay sets in at the 
top of the tree. It is also clear that the presence of pliant, 
healthy branches on which to build, and the unfolding of an 
adequate leafy canopy to hide the nest during the period of 
brood-care, two of the supposed nesting requirements of 
Rooks, are not essential to success in breeding. A full 
canopy may be necessary to protect the young in the nest 
from the sun's heat. But nesting in bare or nearly bare 
stag-headed trees disproves the supposition. Possibly, 
changed conditions of existence have made the canopy 
unnecessary. Formerly it may have served a useful purpose, 
for Bechstein tells us that in his time, at the end of the 
18th century, the young were eagerly sought by the Goshawk, 
the Sparrowhawk and by Owls (Naturgeschichte, II, 1210: 1805). 
As is well known, certain trees continue to be occupied year 
after year by Rooks, and it is inferred that the same birds 
or their descendants nest annually in the same tree. Perhaps 
attachment to site, as well as absence of danger, leads each 
tree-group of Rooks to persist in occupying its own tree, 
even after the tree becomes stag-headed and moribund. 




