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COLOUR OF THE BILL AND OTHER NOTES ON 
THE TWITE. 

BY 

FRED. TAYLOR. 

THE Twite (Carduelis f. flavirostris) is a common summer 
resident in a variety of localities on the moor-edges of the 
Pennine Hills, and I have for over fifty years had excellent 
opportunities for observing the nesting habits of the species. 

At a very moderate estimate I have seen well over two 
thousand nests. During the present season, which I consider 
a poor one, I have seen about fifty. 

Wandering parties of Twites occur on all our local moors 
throughout the winter, and during last winter (1934-5) one 
could see at any time, on a particular moor, parties of up to 
forty birds on ground where the species nests every summer. 
On sight records alone I considered that all these birds had 
whitish and not yellowish bills, but after investigations made 
during the present summer I have had to modify my views 
somewhat. Accepting the adage that " a bird in the hand is 
worth two in the bush ", I set out to capture breeding Twites 
at the nest. 

My experiences were somewhat peculiar and unexpected. 
The first nest visited was in a dry stone wall; I could look 
down on the sitting bird, and saw that she had a black bill. 
Capturing her I found that both upper and lower mandibles 
were coated with a black sticky substance, which had evidently 
adhered whilst feeding. 

A second bird caught on the nest had her bill similarly 
coated. 

Visiting another locality three more female birds were caught 
on their nests ; they also had their lower mandibles coated. 

This material was, however, easily removed, exposing in 
each case a bill whose general colour is pearl grey with a slight 
tinge of lemon yellow—the exact colour of the dried fruits 
of honesty (Lunaria) which I have used to check all the bills 
of Twites examined. 

The tip of the upper mandible is almost black, really a 
dark madder brown, which fades away from the tip. 

Adult males examined have the bill coloured exactly like 
that of the female. The newly-hatched nestling has a bill 
which, owing to its delicate structure, shows the flesh colour 
through from the inside of the mouth; the mouth is a rich 
red, the tongue also, but its basal tips are paler. 
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The external flanges are white, except behind the gapes, 
where they are a rose red, as the inside of the mouth. 

This rose red of the mouth deepens to almost purple as the 
young bird develops. 

As the bill hardens it assumes a pale yellow colour, which 
deepens somewhat in the fledgling, but appears to be lost in 
the course of a fortnight or so after it has left the nest, when 
it answers to the description of the adult male and female as 
given above. 

These youngsters have also got a dark tip to the upper 
mandible, which tends to give it a dusky appearance. 

The egg-tooth is retained until (and possibly after) the 
juvenile has left the nest. 

It may be of interest to note that in the live nestling Twite 
the skin over the crop is so thin and transparent that the 
character of the food inside the crop can be plainly seen. By 
this means I noted that the first food given on the second 
day of hatching to a nestling consisted of seed and not insects, 
which I should have expected at that early age. 

I endeavoured to obtain a record of the incubation-period 
by visiting a nest each day and taking the eggs as they were 
laid and substituting others until the full clutch was laid. 
The seven eggs I then divided between two birds, giving one 
three eggs and the other four eggs. These were placed in 
the two nests at 2.30 p.m. on June 27th, and the first young 
one hatched early on the morning of July 10th, this giving a 
period of twelve and a half days. Unfortunately the nests 
were subsequently disturbed by bilberry gatherers and I was 
unable to record the hatching of the other eggs. 

I also had a nest under close observation to observe the 
fledging-period and noted that the young of this brood left 
the nest fifteen days after they were hatched. 

I think that the number of eggs in a clutch, and the dimen
sions given by various authors are from selected sets in 
collections ; and may not give a correct average. 

Having taken dimensions of all the Twites' eggs since 
the end of May they may be of some interest. 

The clutches comprise : six of 5 ; fourteen of 6 ; and three 
of 7 ; a total of 135 eggs. 

Clutches in late April and early May are more often 4 and 
sometimes only 3. 

The average dimensions of the 135 eggs are 17.5 X 12.9 mm. 
Maxima: 20.0 X 12.8 and 17.8 X 13.6. Minima : 16.1 X 12.1 mm. 
Two abnormally small eggs measure 15.4X12.2 and 15.8 
x'11.5 mm. 
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During incubation, as at all times, the male Twite is very 
attentive to his mate; frequently visiting and feeding her 
at the nest; sometimes calling her off, then feeding her; 
or taking her away to feed on the neighbouring grass lands. 

I have never detected him on the nest; and do not think 
that in a general way he takes part in the incubation of the 
eggs, or the brooding of the young. 

From close observation I believe that the nest is built 
entirely by the female, and she is invariably accompanied 
by the male. 

Incubation usually commences with the third or fourth 
egg, and laying continues daily until the clutch is completed ; 
the young in many nests show a difference in age of 3 or 4 
days ; and the earliest hatched leave the nest before the 
later ones, the parent birds continuing to feed them for 
at least fourteen days after leaving the nest. 




