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FIELD-REFLECTIONS ON THE NESTING, SONGS 
AND CRIES OF THE BRITISH MARSH-

AND WILLOW-TITMICE. 
BY 

JOHN WALPOLE-BOND. 

MARSH-TITMOUSE (Parus palustris dresseri), 
NESTING.-—Generally using as a site, tree, stump or stub, 
with oak, birch, alder, elder, apple and pear ruling first in 
its affections, this species nests indiscriminately in natural 
hollows (usually knot-holes with very small entrances), and 
—despite didactic edicts to the contrary-—chambers of its own 
chiselling, though in the latter case, of course, the wood has 
to be more or less rotten. A self-hewn cavity, though often 
fairly roomy, always has an aperture of insignificent size— 
one, indeed, only just big enough to admit of the birds' com
fortable ingress and egress. This aperture, moreover, is hardly 
•ever even tolerably circular and never smooth-edged, but, on 
the contrary, nearly always of a somewhat (upright) oval 
shape with a rim that is rather rugous and ragged. During 
excavation practically every chip is removed to some distance 
"by the scrupulously careful carpenters. Rather a peculiar 
site is that furnished by a stump (generally one of birch or 
alder) which has weathered to such an extent that sometimes 
even of the whole concern there only remains a thin rind of 
bark often as friable as half-charred paper. The nest, natu
rally, is wedged into the bottom of the " funnel " (i.e., where 
the core begins), and is thus, so to speak, open to the sky. 
But perhaps the greatest curiosity of the matter is that— 
frequently in my own experience—the owners, not content 
with the opening from aloft, make a small boring through 
one side of the adit about six inches above the nest, always, 
too, having recourse to this orifice when visiting or leaving 
home. Taken all round,. nest-boxes are only called upon 
occasionally; and as a very rare site may be mentioned a 
small hole in even level ground—that of a mouse, for example. 
I have yet to see or hear of a nest in natural rock or masonry. 

Most nests are close or fairly close to the ground, i.e., 
from an inch or so to a few feet therefrom. But occasionally 
one is slightly subterranean, as when in a mouse-hole, whilst 
another may be at even a considerable distance from the soil 
—I have indeed very exceptionally known an altitude of all 
50 feet attained. 

There are two distinct types of nest. No. 1 shows a wad 
of fur (rabbit's especially), wool, down and hair (some or all) 
backed up by a separate groundwork of moss, though I have 
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seen examples lacking this material entirely ; whereas No. 2 
is made of vegetable-fibre, dried grass, strips of bark and 
a few small feathers—I do not mean those shed acciden
tally from the Tits themselves—together with a few scraps 
of down, wool or fur and sometimes a fragment of moss, 
the whole often being well mixed up and somewhat 
dessicated. I t is hardly necessary to add that intergrades 
occur, but No. 1 is easily the standard type, and No. 2 easily 
the rarest and generally the smallest, sometimes, indeed, 
being nothing more than a skimpy pad of matting. 

I have substantial reasons for supposing that the cock, 
sometimes at any rate, helps to hatch the eggs which, though 
from five to eleven in number, are nearly always from six 
to eight. There is no proof positive that two broods are reared 
in the course of the year more than most occasionally. 

Like the rest of its genus, the Marsh-Tit is a remarkably 
close sitter, nearly always, in fact, waiting to be removed 
from its charge, an indignity it often resents by biting fiercely. 
On being liberated it makes all haste for one of the nearest 
trees, from which coign of vantage it berates the interloper 
roundly. More than once I have seen a Marsh-Tit, when put 
off eggs, fly up to its mate, which was close by, and flutter 
its wings vigorously yet tremulously, though for what motive 
I have not yet divined. This action is usually associated with 
rations and coition. 

Most Marsh-Tits have fresh clutches during the first half 
of May, but a sprinkling are just a trifle later, whilst, in mild 
seasons especially, sets at the extreme end of April are not 
really prodigious. My earliest date for a full laying in Sussex 
is April 23rd. 

SONGS AND NOTES.—To the tyro, most Tits' cries are apt 
to be perplexing; even the " old hand " has sometimes to 
confess to momentary check or even fleeting error. But the 
Marsh's are certainly characteristic and not hard to grasp. 
First and foremost there is that loud, harsh, nasal tchee-tchee 
(sometimes tehee3), variously tchee-tcheu or even let-be, very 
frequently indeed followed on the instant by a scolding chick-
a-bee-bee-bee-bee-bee. Then we get a cry which may be syllabled 
as seep ; and another sounds like the word chip. Hissing and 
(or) blowing noises are emitted by an incubating bird when 
interfered with. Two phases of song occur. The most frequent 
one is evidently an elaboration of two of the call-notes, since 
it starts with from three to five see-ips and finishes with a 
quicker repetition of some half-dozen chips. It is throughout 
a hard, if rather full and slightly metallic, neume, which 
sbrnewhat calls to mind the semi-trilling part of the Lesser 
Whitethrdat's strain, or the tinkling monotone of the Cirl 
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Bunting. The other phase is an iteration of five notes, each 
one being slightly higher than the last. In a general way 
singing is conducted from rather a high point in at any rate 
a tallish tree. This, however, does not signify that lower 
stances are badly neglected. On the contrary, the bird per
forms with tolerable frequency even from low down in under
wood. Song is at its zenith and of regular occurrence from 
early January to about the beginning of May, though some 
individuals, I think, call a cessation early in April. From 
early May to the end of July the bird sings but very rarely, 
and in August and September seemingly not at all. During 
the last quarter of the year, however, voice is regained, but 
not to any marked extent, since October hears remarkably 
little, and November and December not a great deal, of it. 

One last word. Mr. D. H. Meares in his able and interesting 
remarks on the " Marsh-Willow " question at the November, 
1930, meeting of the British Oological Association {Bull. 
B.O.A., No. 28) made one little mistake. For the owners of 
the nest shown as doubtful were " Marshes "—I definitely 
identified them by their cries, and I cannot imagine how he 
came to forget this. Indeed, I am still under the impression 
that he too heard the cries and at once exclaimed palustris. 

WILLOW-TITMOUSE (Parus atricapillus kleinschmidti). 

In general habits Marsh- and Willow-Tit are very alike. 
In fact, the only differences worth mentioning—and they are 
slight enough—are that the " Willow " :— 

1. Is more addicted to soggy and swampy surroundings. 
2. Nearly always (if about 85 per cent, to 90 per cent, 

may equal this expression) makes its nest-hole, the opening 
of which, moreover, is frequently more or less rounded. 

3. Very seldom removes the chips hacked out of the above 
in course of construction, but, on the contrary, very generally 
drops them to the ground beneath the nesting-site. 

4. Never, apparently, uses a nest-box, though I think that 
with a little trouble it might be induced to do so ; nor a 
hole in soil. 

5. Always, it seems, breeds at a low elevation, a nest as 
much as six feet from the ground being a rarity. Most 
examples are from a few inches to about a yard from the 
earth. 

6. On the whole makes a much slighter nest, which, in 
construction, is generally type No. 2 described under Marsh-
Tit—the rarest type, you will recall, with the latter bird— 
the one which shows but scraps of down, wool or fur, and 
sometimes a little moss, intermingled with vegetable-fibre, 
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dried grass, bark-strips and a few small feathers. Incident
ally, I have seen nearly half a dozen " Willows' " nests com
posed exclusively of vegetable-down, and very little of that 
—a type I have never seen with the Marsh-Tit. 

7. As a rule lays rather a " longer " clutch, i.e., one seldom 
consisting of less than eight or nine eggs, whilst slightly 
larger numbers are not really uncommon ; but I can see no 
difference in the eggs (of the two birds) themselves. 

8. Is seldom so demonstrative at the nest; that is, it 
generally scolds less. 

On the other hand nearly all the " Willow's " utterances 
are utterly unlike those of its cousin, some of them, in fact, 
startlingly so. Let us to its song first. This, then, although 
sometimes commencing with a series of hard, tuneless chips 
not strikingly diverse from this note as rendered by palustris, 
is much more often from start to finish a deep, rich, melodious 
repetition of a word which may be syllabled as tchu. This 
may better be expressed if I say that, to me at any rate, it 
resembles a cross between the jug of the Nightingale and the 
twee of the Wood-Wren (or perhaps even this bird's " alarm " 
of de-ur), with, perchance, a soupcon of the Nuthatch's 
whistle thrown in. On the whole, though, it is most remin
iscent of the Nightingale ; so strong, indeed, is the similarity 
sometimes that on more than one occasion I have been out 
with a man not really versed in bird-language who, until his 
mind had been disabused by a sight of the musician, has 
vehemently insisted that it was a Nightingale. The song-
period is the same as that of the Marsh-Tit, but of the two 
birds the Willow, I think, sings the less. 

Now for the cries. The one most frequently heard—it is, 
for instance, used commonly at the nest—can only appro
priately be described as a " hot," twanging tchay or chay 
(of much deeper pitch than the tehee and its variations of 
palustris), usually given thrice, though now and again a 
few times more. What is possibly—I will not say probably— 
a corruption of the above is a note which sounds like zar, 
similarly dealt with. Sometimes these calls are prefixed by 
a thin single utterance of tsit or sit. In addition there is a 
curious strident cry and an iterated to-wit; whilst a sitting 
bird, when the hole containing it is under examination, 
blows and (or) hisses. 

The above notes are a precis of many years' observation, 
and I have come to the conclusion that he who desires real 
intimacy with the Willow-Tit should cultivate its song and 
calls sedulously. For, short of touadless butchery, these, and 
these alone, will teach him the bird's true status and dis
tribution. 
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