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STARLINGS FIGHTING FOR NESTING SITES. 
BY 

GEORGE MARPLES. 

SOME account of two nesting-site combats between Starlings 
(Sturnus v. vulgaris) may be of interest. The first of these 
took place on May 4th, 1935, the other on January 26th, 1936. 

My Starling box has two compartments, one facing south, 
the other north. The south chamber was occupied, in 1935, 
by a pair of Starlings sitting on a full clutch of eggs, when, 
on May 1st, the north side was appropriated by a solitary 
male. This bird quickly developed a curious trick of perching 
in a nearby oak tree until he saw one of the occupants of the 
south chamber fly down to go in. He would then swoop and 
enter the north hole. This he did many times each day, 
contriving on every occasion to go in at his entrance at exactly 
the same moment as the other bird went into its hole, the 
perfect synchronization being quite uncanny. Notwithstand
ing this repeated concurrence the three birds remained on 
friendly terms. 

On the third day, much to the annoyance of the solitary 
Starling, another arrived and betrayed a strong interest in the 
north hole with the result that, accompanied by shrieks, 
many determined chases took place. 

The next day this rivalry for the nesting site culminated in 
a fierce struggle, the two birds joining battle and falling, 
locked together, to the ground. Here the one beneath held 
the upper one with a clutching claw on each side of his breast 
while the upper one, gripping his rival by the flanks, lunged 
viciously with his beak at its breast, this violent behaviour 
being emphasized by loud outcries. Fearing serious con
sequences I hastened to part them, but so intent were they on 
their contest that I was able, almost, to pick them up. How
ever they broke away and flew to a neighbouring tree, only 
to get into a clinch again and fall to the ground conjoined and 
struggling. My second approach caused them to part and 
there ensued a stirring pursuit. Round and round the garden 
many times they flew, uttering piercing calls. They then 
began to mount, circling above the garden, rising higher and 
higher until they attained such an altitude as to appear as 
mere specks. During this chase they seemed to remain about 
a yard or two apart, though at times this space was increased 
or decreased, indeed, three times they appeared to collide. 
When the chase had continued for over twelve minutes by the 
watch the birds slanted down several times, following each 
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descent by circling at a lower altitude until, after two minutes 
more, with a final slant, they alighted a yard apart in the 
oak tree. Here both birds preened, and one jerked its tail in 
an excited manner. Just then one of the occupants of the 
south compartment swooped to its hole; immediately a 
combatant did the same, entering the north hole simul
taneously with the first bird, being followed closely by its 
rival. Inside the chamber the struggle was resumed with 
clamour and violent rocking of the box. After some time I 
closed the opening and captured the fighting birds to find 
that both were males. Then, after placing a ring on the leg 
of each for identification, I released them. Approximately 
one hour later one of the birds wearing a white celluloid ring 
returned and, sitting on the perch, sang and waved his wings, 
thus announcing his success. The other was not seen again. 

In 1936 the nesting box was visited for the first time on 
January 22nd by a male Starling, "A", which, after occupying 
the perch and popping in and out of the north hole many 
times, stayed from 9.30 a.m. for about fifteen minutes, and 
was not seen again that day. 

The next day "A" arrived at 9.15 a.m. and repeated the 
first day's performance. A little later he was joined by another 
male bird, " B ", which copied the actions of the other. 
As the new-comer was slightly lame identification was easy. 

The 24th saw the first bird, "A", on the perch at 8.24 a.m., 
behaving as on the previous occasions with the addition of 
song. Bird " B " did not put in an appearance and "A", 
departing at 8.51 a.m., did not return. 

At 9.40 a.m. on the 25th "A" appeared and " B " directly 
afterwards. Both perched on the box, going in and out 
frequently, but neither bird sang. 

On the morning of the 26th, apparently, it became necessary 
to settle the ownership of the nesting site. Both birds came 
shortly after 9.0 a.m. and sat near together on the perch, 
in the shrubs, or on the oak. Always if one moved the other 
followed, perching a foot or so away. In this manner they 
passed some time, often visiting the box, going in and out 
of the hole, exactly as though they were paired. But soon 
several short scuffles took place, all of them initiated by the 
lame one. Bird "A" sang often, and continuously jerked his 
tail, but not so the other. By 9.50 the agitation of "A" had 
been communicated to " B ", for both were jerking their tails. 
Presently, as they moved uneasily from box to tree and back 
again, further stimulated, both began to flick their wings, 
and " B " sang snatches of song. This duet of singing, flicking 



VOL. xxix.] STARLINGS NESTING SITES. 323 

wings and jerking tails, indicative of a growing excitement, 
continued as they frequently changed their perch or entered 
and left the hole until, at 11.21, unable to endure each other's 
presence any longer, they broke into actual hostilities. 
Gripped together, struggling desperately, they fell to the 
ground. The lame bird, underneath, received a quick 
succession of savage blows from the beak of "A", all seemingly 
aimed at the eyes. Whenever possible " B" retaliated in 
kind, and a ding-dong battle continued. Quiet settling on 
them after a while, the under bird was seen to have secured 
a tenacious grip on the leg of the other. Peckings, hard and 
often, were resumed, continuing for some time, then beaks 
were interlocked. Shortly afterwards, during an unguarded 
moment, " B " slipped from beneath its opponent and dashed 
off, closely pursued. This heralded the end, for in a few 
moments "A" was back on the perch singing with abandon, 
feathers a-bristle, wings flapping wildly, victorious. He 
was " telling the world ". Many times he went in and out of 
the hole, until at 11.49 n e n e w 0n t t o fee(i. Mindful of his 
newly-captured nesting site he returned at intervals, singing 
on the perch and entering the box. The jerkings and flickings 
were no longer present, the excitement had died down. He 
left, finally, about 1.30. The lame bird did not appear 
again on the day of its defeat, nor has it been seen since. A 
male bird, presumably the victor, continues still in lonely 
possession of the nesting box. 




