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NESTLING BIRDS, AND SOME OF T H E PROBLEMS 

T H E Y PRESENT. 

BY 

W. P . PYCRAFT, A.L.S., P.Z.S., M.B.O.U. 

PABT I . 

I T is rather surprising that, while so much has been 
written about British birds, so little has been said about 
their nestling stages. 

Judging from the meagre descriptions which even the 
best books give of nestling birds, we may assume that i t 
has been taken for granted that birds, at this early stage, 
present no characters of sufficient importance to warrant 
closer study. That such a conclusion is not justified by 
facts I hope to show in the course of the following-
pages. 

To adaptation to environment we may probably attribute 
the evolution of the two extreme types of nestlings to be 
met with to-day—the active, down-clad type, and the type 
which leaves the egg perfectly naked, and with sealed 
eyelids, and which, in consequence, is for some time 
absolutely helpless. 

Both these types, I need hai-dly remark, are to be met 
with among our British birds; yet no one seems to 
have realized what a rich field they present for investiga
tion. No one, for example, seems to have made any 
observations on the relative activity of such intermediate 
types as young Gulls and Guillemots—a matter of more 
importance than appears on the surface. Doubtless the 
investigation of this matter would yield results but slowly, 
and this is distinctly discouraging. 

Such an objection, however, will not apply to a 
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number of other problems which are very far indeed 
from solution. 

As a case in point, we may take the coloration of the 
nestling, and the relation thereof to the bird's environment. 
Hardly anything of a systematic nature has yet been done 
in this matter which should yield most valuable data of 
first rate importance with regard to the general problems 
of evolution. 

The study of this coloration presents two more or less 
distinct aspects—the coloration of the down, or of the 
bare skin of the surface of the body; and the coloration 
of the mouth and surrounding areas. 

In nestlings which are active at birth the coloration of 
the down presents its most primitive aspect. In the 
majority of cases, however, this aspect has been greatly 
changed, apparently in response to the demands of the 
environment, though as to how far this is the case remains 
for future investigations to decide. 

Those markings which take the form of longitudinal 
stripes are no doubt the most primitive, and such markings 
are to be found, among our British birds, only in the 
Grebes and Gamebirds. In the Grebes this scheme of 
black and white, as may be seen by a reference to the 
very beautiful photograph by Miss E. L. Turner here 
reproduced, is continued on to the beak in the form of 
black and white mottlings; and, further, the striping is less 
apparent in the newly-hatched bird than at a somewhat 
later stage. 

Though the nestlings of many of these birds are so 
easily observed, yet there appears to be no information 
published as to whether, and, if so, to what extent, this 
pattern affords protection to the living young. The 
number, colour, and distinctness of these stripes, in the 
types here mentioned, differ considerably, and it may be 
that, whatever their original purpose, they do not to-day 
play any very important part. At any rate, when a large 
series of nestlings belonging to different groups of birds, 
which are active at birth, is examined, there will be found 
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Young of Great Crested Grebe, showing Striped Markings. (Photographed by Miss E. L, T C E N B R . ) 
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every gradation between striped and whole-coloured 
young. 

The Gulls and Plovers show these intermediate grada
tions extremely well. In their downy state the young of 
these birds appear to be more or less irregularly mottled; 
but if these markings are more carefully studied, they will 
clearly be found to have been derived by the breaking 
up of stripes. The Skuas have passed beyond the mottled 
into the whole-coloured stage, while other whole-coloured 
nestlings, such as those of the Rails, show in certain 
lights distinct traces of the earlier striped plumage. 

Are these differences due to the needs of protection, or 
to the inevitable progress of a striped plumage through a 
mottled stage to one of uniform colour? A comparison 
of a series of young Gulls and Terns and of Plovers, such 
as the Lapwing, Oyster-catcher, and Ringed Plover—I use 
the term Plover in a wide sense—seems to show that 
protective coloration is still a factor at work. 

When the young remain for a long while helpless the 
down is always of the whole-coloured kind, and this, for 
many reasons, one would expect; and especially so if the 
striped down-plumage is a protective device, for this would 
benefit active young which scatter when alarmed, whereas 
this same striped livery displayed in a mass would serve 
only to betray the wearers thereof. Further, the down of 
most nestlings of the helpless type is of a very degenerate 
character, and the loss of the original pigmentation has 
followed as a consequence of this degeneration. 

While immature birds are commonly duller in hue than 
their parents, there are certain cases wherein the downy 
nestling displays vivid colouring, which is in no way 
represented during later life. 

The young of the Great Crested Grebe, for example, has 
in the middle of the crown a bright vermilion, heart-
shaped patch of bare skin. Does this patch of colour 
serve any purpose, or is it merely a precociously-developed 
ornament ? And the same question may be asked of the 
curious, fleshy, searlet papilla? which adorn the face of 



106 BRITISH BIRDS. 

the nestling Coot—papillae which appeal- to differ in no 
way structurally from those on the face of the Pheasant ? 
And since, by the way, the nestlings of the Coot and 
Waterhen are in all else so similar and live in similar 
environments, it is curious to remark how widely they 
differ in this matter of ornamentation. Again, it is 
curious that while in the adult Coot the ornamentation of 
the head is white, in the nestling it is red—the colour of 
the ornamentation of the adult Waterhen. 

(To be continued.) 
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