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EXCAVATION OF NESTING HOLE AND 
INCUBATION OF CRESTED TIT. 

BY 

W I N I F R E D M. ROSS. 

I N 1933 Mr. D. Stubbert and I made observations of twenty-
two nesting-holes of the Scottish Crested Tit (Parus c. scoticus) 
in Abernethy Forest, Inverness-shire. Two of these were 
rather high up in apparently healthy trees and these I did 
not examine closely. The remaining twenty were situated 
as follows : Four were in natural holes and, so far as I could 
judge by their old appearance, were quite untouched by the 
birds ; three were in natural holes, which had been made 
deeper by the birds themselves ; six were in very rotten trees 
extensively probed by Great Spotted Woodpeckers, and 
probably the Tits had used these partially-made holes as a 
s t a r t ; one was in a hole where a Great Spotted Woodpecker 
had nested the year before ; one was between the bark and 
the stump, a very shallow hole such as is often used by a 
Creeper ; one was in a rotten root underground, and this was 
probably excavated by the bird ; one was in a fairly stout 
fence-post, part of which had become rotten before the birds 
started to work on i t ; the other three, in very rotten stumps, 
were, so far as I could find, entirely excavated by the birds 
themselves, and in two of them the entrance had been made 
where a piece of bark had fallen off, thus making the start 
much easier. 

In 1934 we had an excellent opportunity of watching boring 
operations from the beginning. The site selected by the birds 
was a very rotten stump about 3 feet high. At a point, 
I foot 9 inches from the ground, there was a small broken 
branch which fell out when touched, and in this spot we made 
a little opening with a penknife. This was 2 inches high, 
I I inches broad, and less than half an inch deep, and really did 
no more than remove the outer harder part of the wood. 

A pair of Crested Tits were working in a tree near ; they 
were obviously having great difficulty in making a hole, and 
I believe it was these birds which transferred their attentions 
to the stump. They adopted the entrance we had made 
without any subsequent alteration. 

Work was begun about I p.m. on April 29th and continued 
actively until 6 p.m. For the next five days excavation con
tinued until a depth of 7J inches was reached, and here, 
where a ring of small branches had grown, evidently more 
solid wood was encountered. 
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Work was carried on most actively all the morning, and again 
in the evening between 5 and 7, while in the afternoon the 
bird would work for five or ten minutes, and then be away for 
three-quarters of an hour or more. All the work was done 
by one bird, and this we judged by attitude, notes and 
behaviour, to be the female. She was sometimes in the hole 
as much as five minutes, sometimes only twenty to thirty 
seconds. When she came out she always carried a piece of 
wood varying in size from tiny chips to bits over one inch in 
length. These were invariably carried to a group of small 
rowan trees about three yards from the stump and dropped ; 
the bird wiped her beak on the branch and flew back to the 
hole. As she got down to harder wood, the noise of her 
working could be heard from about twenty-five yards. 

The male bird did not seem to take any part in excavating, 
but he was always near the nest, and frequently perched on 
the edge of the hole and looked in. Sometimes he entered the 
hole but did not remain more than a few seconds, and never 
carried out any chips. He often brought a beakful of insects 
to the hole, sometimes feeding his mate at the entrance, some
times in the hole, and occasionally on a bush just beside the 
stump. Once or twice he came with food when the female 
was absent. On these occasions he looked into the nest, 
called loudly, and finally ate the food himself. 

On May 4th the bird was still working hard carrying out 
chips as late as 7.15 p.m., but on the next morning, the seventh 
after excavation had begun, nest-building was started. The 
female plucked large bunches of moss—nearly as large as 
her head—from an old wall, and from the foot of the rowan 
trees. She frequently picked out several pieces and rejected 
them before getting exactly what she wished. When she had 
a beakful she flew directly to the hole. The male flew round, 
pecked at pieces of moss, but always dropped them, and was 
never seen to take any to the nest. He frequently, however, 
entered the hole with his mate. 

The next day, May 6th, there was heavy rain and wind, 
and the birds were not seen near the nest from 10.30 a.m. 
till 2 p.m., when watch was given up. There was a dry, 
sunny interval at 4 p.m., and the female was seen bringing 
sheep's wool to the nest. She carried it to the rowan trees 
and teased it out into a large fluffy mass as big as her own 
body. She worked at it furiously, holding the wool in her 
claws and pulling it upwards with rapid jerks of the head, 
then, reversing her position, hanging head down and pulling 
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the wool down and from side to side. The following day she 
was noted bringing more sheep's wool, which she teased out, 
also some grey fluff and some pale brown, soft material, like 
wood-wool, which she seemed to get from high up in a Scots 
pine tree. She also brought some white down and one or 
two small feathers. The male was very attentive, flying 
with her on each journey, waiting outside in the bush, and 
looking in frequently. On one occasion he was sitting on the 
edge of the hole when she returned, and she perched on his 
back, and entered the nest over his head. 

For the next three days the hen continued to build as before 
but gradually brought in more feathers and less wool. The 
feathers were all white fowl's feathers and were brought 
from a distance of over ioo yards. 

On May n t h the birds were not working or seen in the vicinity 
of the nest all day until 4 p.m., when the male appeared 
calling a note I have never heard before. There was no trill, 
only four single, rather hard, notes, with the second accented ; 
the notes were loud for a Crested Tit. The male kept flutter
ing from the rowans to the bush and stump, constantly 
looking into the hole. The female was feeding on the ground 
near, and occasionally trilled softly in reply, but continued 
feeding. 

Six days were thus occupied in excavation, six in nest-
building, and apparently the thirteenth in resting, while on 
the fourteenth, viz., on May 12th, there was one egg in the 
nest at 9 a.m. The birds were seen near the nest and a few 
minutes later the female, accompanied by her mate, brought 
fine rabbit fur to cover the egg. Both birds then left the nest 
and were not seen again near it that day except for a short 
time at midday and about 5 p.m. On the following day 
there were two eggs well covered, but faintly visible. On the 
following three days the eggs were all covered and could not be 
seen. The bird was not sitting and was not seen near the nest. 

On May 17th, the sixth day after the first egg was laid, the 
female was seen to enter the hole at 10 a.m. with a large moth 
in her beak, and she did not come out again. Watch was 
given up at 11.30 a.m., but the bird was still sitting at 2.30 p.m. 
and 7.30 p.m. 

On May 30th, this being the fourteenth day of incubation, 
three eggs were hatched at 8.45 p.m., while two were not 
hatched. At 9.30 p.m. the fourth bird was emerging from 
the egg, and on the next day one egg was still unhatched, 
and was found to be infertile. 
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Both birds were very pugnacious towards other birds, 
especially Willow-Warblers, Blue and Great Tits. Later on 
a female Goldcrest, which was selecting moss from the same 
wall as the Crested Tit, was vigorously chased each time she 
came. On one occasion a Great Tit arrived and perched on 
the stump while she was teasing wool on the rowan trees. 
She chased him with the wool flying from her claws like a 
flag. It ultimately dropped and she never picked it up again. 
She did not pay any attention to a female Bullfinch, which 
was feeding on her group of rowans for over an hour one day, 
and only occasionally and half-heartedly chased a cock 
Chaffinch which often sang quite near the stump. 

[Miss Ross has most kindly sent me the stump for examina
tion. The wood is so rotten as to be crumbling to pieces. 
The nesting cavity is very roughly excavated and has no regular 
shape. The bird evidently pecked out the very rotten parts 
and left the harder ones, which stand out in uneven ridges. 
The diameter of the cavity is approximately two inches, 
and of the stump itself, five inches. This nesting cavity is 
thus very different from the neatly bored and definitely 
shaped one made by the Willow-Tit.—H.F.W.] 

[The observations on the share of the sexes in excavating 
and nest building appear to be the first made on the British 
race of the Crested Tit, but agree closely with those of Herr 
L. Schuster and Baron Geyr von Schweppenburg on 
continental races.—F.C.R.J.] 


