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NESTING HABITS OF THE WILLOW-TIT 
IN CUMBERLAND 

BY 
TOM L. JOHNSTON 

DURING the last few years I have spent a considerable time 
in observing the Willow-Tit (Parus a, kleinschmidti) in the 
north and north-west of Cumberland, and have noted a 
gradual increase in numbers together with an extended 
breeding range. Most of the woods in this area are suitable 
for both feeding and nesting. 

Damp birch woods in which there are plenty of storm-
broken and decayed branches and stumps essential to boring 
are the most favoured in the breeding season. The preference 
shown by the Willow-Tit for damp and even swampy ground 
is explained by the fact that the trees, especially birch, growing 
in such situations, are most affected by decay. 

Mr. Reginald Ware, in his notes (antea, p. 242), says that he 
has sometimes wondered whether the scarcity of nesting-sites 
has any connexion with the comparative rarity of the bird. 
In this district the bird might appear to be rare during the 
breeding-season through leaving winter haunts and becoming 
localized in woods of the type described above. 

I have a good instance of a winter haunt becoming a nesting 
haunt in a birch wood situated on dry ground. It had been 
for a number of years to my knowledge a favourite winter 
haunt, but the birds were neither seen nor heard in the 
breeding-season. There were no stumps or branches suffi
ciently decayed and I found trial borings which had been 
given up on solid wood being reached. During the winter of 
1934-35, however, I found several stumps advanced in 
decay, and on April 21st, 1935, found a nesting-site newly 
excavated in a birch stump two feet high and three inches in 
diameter. The following week a second nest was located in 
the same wood. 

On the many occasions that I have observed the birds 
engaged in boring, the chippings were almost invariably 
dropped to the ground below the entrance. Exceptions were 
at the end of a spell of work when the last chips were carried 
a short distance as the bird left for a rest. 

A typical nesting-site in the bole of a Rowan tree (Pyrus 
aucu-paris) broken by the storms of winter, had a boring 
descending perpendicularly from the entrance, but this was 
abandoned before being completed as the birds encountered 
hard wood. A second boring, begun at a lower level, was 
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completed, and the nesting cavity excavated right to the inner 
surface of the bark. It measured seven inches in depth. 
The site was rendered conspicuous, even at some distance, by 
a quantity of rather hard whitish chippings, which were 
held in a maze of spider webs covering the stump. Further
more, the ground immediately below the stump was littered to 
such an extent that, for the safety of the nest, I had either to 
brush them away or cover them with fallen leaves. The same 
site had been used for years by Tree-Creepers (Certhia f. 
britannica) and a pair of these birds were in occupation at 
the same time as the Willow-Tits. 

When excavations are made in birch which is in an early 
stage of decay, the littered light-coloured chippings are very 
conspicuous, but at a later stage, when the wood is in the 
last state of decay and blackish-brown in colour, the chippings 
can hardly be detected on the ground. The height above 
ground of the nesting-hole varies according to the choice 
there is of decayed wood. I have seen them from six inches 
in a stump to fifteen feet in a branch, but the latter is 
exceptional. 

While the entrance is usually to the side, I have on three 
occasions found the entrance to the sky, and the boring des
cending perpendicularly. Two such excavations were in 
stumps and one in a branch. So far as my observations 
go the nesting chambers are used only once, but the birds 
often return to the same stump the following year, to excavate 
anew, usually at a lower level. 

The habit here of Great Tit (Parus m. newtoni) and Blue Tit 
(P. c. obscurus), taking over old nesting chambers in good 
condition, has developed into a menace, as in recent years 
I have found these two ousting the rightful owners from 
newly-completed excavations. This happens even after the 
Willow-Tits have constructed the nest. In 1935 four com
pleted nests that I knew were taken possession of by two 
Great Tits and two Blue Tits, and in every one the usurpers 
had full clutches of eggs. This parasitic habit is most pro
nounced in birds in deciduous woods where the usurping 
species are generally more plentiful than in coniferous woods. 
Willow-Tits frequenting birch patches among conifers are 
seldom molested as, taking the wood as a whole and without 
considering the food question, there is not a great number of 
normal nesting-sites to attract the others. Has this parasitic 
habit been observed in other breeding localities ? 

After nest building has commenced the female roosts at 
night in the nesting cavity, while the male roosts in a small 
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hole in some stump close at hand, generally a trial boring. 
This he occupies during the incubation period and until the 
young are fledged. One particular male under observation 
was very annoyed when disturbed, but showed no signs of 
fear on going back to roost while I stood close by. 

All the nests that I have examined were composed of rabbit 
fur with small quantities of vegetable down and narrow strips 
of bark fibre, and in some cases there were small feathers 
intermixed. None had moss in their composition. Nest 
building is sometimes continued after eggs have been laid, 
for Mr. W. J. M. Gubbins and I watched a male carrying 
nesting material to a nest in which the female was sitting 
on nine eggs. 

I have not recognized the Marsh-Tit {Parus p. dresseri) 
in the district occupied by the Willow-Tit, but Mr. E. Blezard 
has a nesting record for the south side of Carlisle, and two nests 
were found recently to the south-west of Carlisle. 




