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BEHAVIOUR OF TITMICE UNDER ARTIFICIAL 

CONDITIONS. 
BY 

ALICE HIBBERT-WARE, FX.S., M.B.O.U. 

THE writer has been watching closely and recording the 
behaviour of birds in artificial conditions of feeding during 
the last four years. Food is supplied in such a way that only 
one bird can seize it at a time. A small saucer containing 
nuts and seeds is placed on a window-sill or inside the room, 
or else the food is offered at the window on the human hand. 

In Februarys 1925, two Marsh-Tits (Parus fialustris dresseri) 
were attracted indoors by means of pea-nuts. They soon 
learnt to ask for food, when the saucer was empty, by flut
tering down the lattice-windows with outspread wings. Much 
of the food, in those early days of tameness, they hid under 
dead leaves on the grass or elsewhere. Confidence in a 
constant supply seems to have made them give up this habit, 
as it never comes before our notice now. Early in April we 
lost sight of the pair, but on October 13th a Marsh-Tit 
fluttered down the window. We placed some nuts on the 
table in the room and it took them at once, resuming the same 
behaviour as early in the year. This incident seems to indicate 
the possession of non-instinctive memory in this Marsh-Tit. 
Its mate soon followed its example. Then in November the 
female began to feed from the hand. It had the necessary 
courage from the first—no gradual training was given—the 
very first time the nut was placed on the hand the Tit took 
it. By January, 1926, both sexes fed daily from the hand of 
anyone who offered them nuts. The tamer bird, the female, 
habitually stows three or four fragments in her bill at a time. 
Like all Tits she flies to a branch to eat them, but how she 
manages to place them all under her foot we have never been 
able to watch. No other Titmouse has been seen to carry 
more than one portion at a time, hence this personal trait 
has enabled us to recognise her individuality as the same bird, 
year after year. She may still be seen, many times daily, 
fearlessly exploring the floor or, by preference, feeding from 
the hand whenever she has the chance. 

The tameness of these Marsh-Tits was apparently spon
taneous and inborn. With other Titmice it has been different, 
for they have gained courage only by slow degrees. Day 
after day, from September, 1926, till January, 1927, a Coal-
Tit {Parus ater britannicus) fluttered near and over the hand 
without securing the nut, but it succeeded at last, though it 
remains shy to this day. All Blue Tits {Pants cesruleus 
obscurus) that come to the window-sill seem to be more 
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afraid of their fellows than of human beings. Clinging to the 
saucer or the hand, they twist and turn their heads so long 
that frequently they do not secure the food. Like the Coal-
Tits, they had to learn to come to the hand, but they do so 
very freely in cold weather. With the Great Tits (Parus 
major newtoni) the process of learning by slow degrees was 
more marked still. During the early months of 1927, two 
Great Tits were constantly to be seen on the tree outside the 
window, waiting for a stray crumb of nut to fall their way. 
They showed no signs of becoming tamer even during a spell 
of frost and snow. In September, 1927, a pair began to visit 
the food saucer. Though they were probably the same birds 
as those of spring, we cannot be certain on the point. By 
December six Great Tits were coming readily to the hand 
and into the room. The following entries from the writers' 
records will show their rapid development since 1927. 

" October, 1928 : The Great Tits are quite out of hand. 
They seem to think that every cushion and every newspaper 
will produce nuts. A cushion on a garden chair was slit by 
them, and the daily paper has twice been torn to pieces by 
breakfast time. The reason would seem to be that there 
are cushions on the chair from which I feed them and the 
nuts are crushed on a newspaper." 

" January, 1929: This season is marked by the increase 
of Great Tits, both in numbers and tameness. There are 
often eight feeding at a time. They form a queue, each 
seizing a nut from the saucer. They enter my bedroom 
window early each morning, hop up the eiderdown and carry 
off scraps of bread-and-butter. They explore the room and 
feed vigorously on palm-olive soap. They hammer the cover 
of the milk-bottle left on an outside table. They intimate 
that the food saucer is empty by hopping on to the nut bottle, 
even when it is empty." 

An interesting feature in these experiences with both 
Marsh- and Great Tits is that during the early stages of 
tameness both species seemed to " ran-a-muck." The 
Marsh-Tits in their first season would hop up a person's leg 
and fetch nuts from the knee. They would alight on a plate 
during a meal and carry away the pips of a baked apple. 
They would take food from the tea-table with six or more 
people in the room. Though no less tame than they were, 
they no longer do these things. The same is true with the 
Great Tits. Happily, they have ceased to attack cushions, 
newspapers, blankets and wallpapers as they did three 
months ago. The first excitement of new conditions has 
passed and their actions have become more balanced. 


