
(320) 

THE WILLOW-TIT'S METHOD OF BORING ITS 
NESTING-HOLE. 

BY 

H. F. W I T H E R B Y . 

IN the spring of 1933 I watched a Willow-Tit (Parus a. 
kleinschmidti) boring its nesting-hole, and as this operation 
has not been described so far as I know in this country, I 
give here a detailed summary of my observations, which were 
made over a period of eight days. Mr. P. A. D. Hollom took 
several turns at watching and he has kindly allowed me to 
incorporate his notes. 

The nesting-hole was in a very rotten birch trunk in a 
swampy part of Gracious Pond—my bird reserve at Chobham. 
Unfortunately the hole was twenty feet from the ground, and 
owing to the tree being small and very shaky we thought 
it advisable not to try to examine the hole for fear of the tree 
collapsing. It was also unfortunate that the birds deserted 
after eight days' watching, but as the hole was only just begun 
when I began to watch and was almost finished when the birds 
deserted, the period nearly covered the boring operations, 
but no nest was built. 

Mr. N. Tracy has recently fully described the boring methods 
of British Woodpeckers (antea, pp. 117-132) and a point of 
great interest is the very different method (described below) 
which was employed by the Wrillow-Tits in dealing with the 
chips brought out of the cavity. 

I first saw the bird pecking at a small hole on April 7 th. 
It could then get only its head and neck into the hole, which 
had a ragged, roughly oval-shaped entrance. The bird was 
clinging to the trunk and thrusting its head in and out of the 
hole very rapidly and bringing out minute pieces of wood 
(almost dust), and throwing them back over its shoulder. 
During the whole time it worked, which was only for five 
minutes, it was constantly calling " tchay ". I saw only the 
one bird. 

The next day at noon it could get into the hole, turn round 
and come out head first, but when working inside about half its 
tail protruded, and often this was pointed up at an angle, 
from which it was evident that the bird had now begun to 
work downwards. It still often clung to the entrance and 
threw minute fragments over its shoulder as on the previous 
day. But it also on this day frequently got out larger chips, 
and these it invariably took to branches of neighbouring trees 
from five to fifteen feet away, and broke up in its bill, letting 
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the pieces fall almost in the form of dust, sometimes giving 
a flick with its head as it let a piece fall. It also frequently 
put pieces on the bough, often between its feet, but not under 
them, and pecked at them. Sometimes these chips did not 
fall until they were jerked off the bough by the bird flying up 
to the hole again. 

Most of the time the bird was working it was calling 
" tchay ", and usually when outside the hole it shivered its 
wings. Although the pair was seen at a little distance from 
the nesting-hole, only one bird worked at each " session ", but 
whether each took a spell it was impossible to say. The spells 
of work varied, but they were always much shorter than 
the intervals of absence from the vicinity of the nesting-hole. 

On the third day (9th) the procedure was slightly different. 
The bird worked silently for several spells. It was generally 
altogether out of sight now when it entered the hole. Twice 
while we were watching it threw small chips out from the 
entrance, but on every other occasion carried them out 
one by one and crumbled them as already described. The 
chips were often rather larger than on the previous day, and 
were sometimes carried somewhat further (fifteen to twenty 
feet) from the nest. 

For the next three days the bird continued to work in much 
the same way. In this period I watched it during many 
spells of work and only once saw it throw a chip out of the 
hole, but this was a largish piece. All the rest were carried 
away to various boughs at different distances, usually within 
twenty feet, but on a few occasions as much as twenty yards 
away, and crumbled up. 

On the 13th the bird worked more frequently and for longer 
periods and was taking out larger pieces than usual, but of the 
same very rotten wood which was easily crumbled to powder. 

I may here give the best description I can of the notes 
I heard during the days I was watching the birds. 

The deep-toned " tchay " constantly repeated and some
times sounding more like " churr " was the most usual note. 
This was fairly regularly uttered by the bird, accompanied 
with much shivering of wings, when it was outside the hole 
during its spells of work. Once I heard it utter the note when 
actually inside the hole. 

A high-pitched, long-drawn and plaintive-toned " chir" 
repeated was the next most usual note. Once I heard a rapid 
trill, low-toned and very soft, but this would have been 
inaudible to me had I not been quite near the bird. 
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When another bird came into a bush near the nesting-hole 
while the Willow-Tit was working, its mate always appeared 
as if by magic, work was stopped, and both would flit round 
the intruder, shivering their wings and uttering the high-
pitched, plaintive " chir ". A cock Willow-Wren making 
its round of singing perches frequently came, and was actively 
chased. A Great Tit fairly often appeared, and the Willow-
Tits would hop round it anxiously, but not a t tempt to attack. 
Quite a tussle occurred between the pair of Willow-Tits and 
a pair of Long-tailed Tits, but although they flew at each 
other they never touched, and it was some time before the 
Long-tails gave way. Once when the single bird was working 
at the hole a black-capped Tit came into a neighbouring tree 
and called "petit chou ", the familiar note of the Marsh-Tit. 
For a moment my confidence in the distinction of the notes 
of the two species was shaken, but almost immediately the 
Willow-Tit stopped working and its real mate arrived. 
There was then a tussle between the three birds, and the third 
was certainly a Marsh-Tit which was nesting a short distance 
away, and occasionally came within range of the Willow-Tits. 
There was frequently a pair of Sparrow-Hawks in the vicinity, 
and when they came quite close the Willow-Tits retreated to 
low bushes and kept crying excitedly a whole string of notes. 
Some of them I wrote down as " pitch-i-churr-churr-churr ", 
" itck-i-churr-churr ", " zi-it-zi-it-churr-churr ", the prelimi
nary note varying, bu t always quick, sharp and high-pitched 
and repeated, the " churr " very low-toned. 

Although the Willow-Tits when at work were very jealous 
of any bird approaching the nesting-tree, it is of interest 
to note that during the many hours in all that they were 
absent and I was waiting for their return, other birds often 
visited neighbouring trees, and the Willow-Tits never came 
to chase them away. 

On April 14th, the eighth day of watching, both birds 
were working. This was the first time I had seen them to
gether at work. They went in and out of the hole in turns, 
but one bird worked much more than the other. They 
continued for much longer periods than the one bird had 
worked on previous days, and were much less away from the 
nesting-hole. Both worked in precisely the same way and 
crumbled the chips here and there in nearby bushes and trees 
without using any one place in a regular way. 

In the afternoon one of the birds working a t the hole sud
denly flew down with rapidly shivering wings, and calling 
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very softly and quickly " chi-chi-chi ", it chased its mate 
and on catching it up copulation took place. The male then 
flew off low down for some twenty yards with long, slow, 
butterfly-like beats of the wings. The female flew up to the 
nesting-hole and back to work, and two minutes later the 
male took his turn. For several spells on this day they worked 
in silence, but always with the shiver of wings when they were 
out of the hole. 

After this date I never saw the birds visit the nesting-hole, 
and though they were seen on a number of occasions not far 
off, neither I nor my friends were able to find a second nest, 
and as we never saw a brood I am inclined to think they did 
not nest again. 

The periods of continuous work on the last day varied 
from ten to as much as fifty minutes, while previously I had 
never timed the single bird working for longer than twenty-
four minutes at a stretch, and it was usually less than ten 
minutes. I t was away from the nest between spells of work 
from ten minutes to an hour and sometimes longer. 

I also took note on various occasions of the time occupied 
during active work by the single bird inside the hole, and in 
disposing of the chips outside and returning to the hole. The 
time in the hole varied from two seconds to thir ty seconds, 
and once forty seconds, while outside it varied from ten seconds 
to as much as a minute on occasions. In one spell of working, 
which lasted in all twenty-three minutes, the single bird made 
thirty-four entries and exits, or an average of forty-one seconds 
for each chip, all of them being taken away and crumbled up. 
I t must be remarked, however, tha t when I afterwards took 
the nesting cavity down and examined it, I found an egg-cup 
full of chips in it, so that the birds had chipped out much 
more than they had removed. There were considerably 
more chips than are usually found mixed with a nest, so had 
the birds continued it is probable that they would have re
moved many of these chips before building the nest. 

I have already described and figured two other nesting 
cavities of the British Willow-Tit (see Bull. Brit. Orn. Club, 
Vol. L I I L , pp. 26-33). The present one had its sides sloping 
inwards at the bottom but they were very little bulged, so that 
the cavity had not the marked soda-water-bottle shape of the 
others. This, I think, was because it was not finished, and it 
seems likely that the bird does this shaping last when it can 
stand at the bottom and work more easily. I have now 
opened and examined four nesting cavities of the Willow-Tit, 
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and it is usual to find that in one direction or more the bird 
gets through the wood and reaches the bark. In most cases 
the bark is tough and holds, but in the present case the bark 
was very rotten and had given way in two places where there 
were holes letting in daylight, and this perhaps was the reason 
for the desertion. 

All four cavities vary considerably in dimensions, and it 
may be of interest to give the following details, measurements 
being in inches, but it must be remarked that the unfinished 
hole may not be its full width and depth. 
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