Identification of Wilson’s and Common Snipe

Appendix 6. Comparison of flank pattern and colour between Common Gallinago gallinago gallinago
and Wilson’s Snipe G. g. delicata.
gallinago

delicata

Feature predominant
4 (6.5%)
17 (27.4%)
41 (66.1%)
62

Feature predominant
2 (12.5%)
7 (43.8%)
7 (43.8%)
16

Flank colour
Feature predominant
flanks white or whitish, as belly
40 (70.2%)
flanks washed buff/brown, contrasting with belly
17 (29.8%)
n
57

Feature predominant
11 (78.6%)
3 (21.4%)
14

Flank pattern
dark bars > pale bars
bars roughly equal
dark bars < pale bars
n

Notes
All Notes submitted to British Birds are subject to independent review, either by the Notes Panel or
by the BB Editorial Board.

Egyptian Geese eating New Zealand Pigmyweed
On 30th June 2007, at Moor Green Lakes NR,
Berkshire, I watched 13 Eg y ptian Geese
Alopochen aegyptiaca feeding on New Zealand
Pigmyweed Crassula helmsii. The geese fed for
c. 30 minutes solely on Crassula, mostly on
plants up to c. 6 mm high, but some on plants
up to 10 mm high. New Zealand Pigmyweed is
an ‘aggressively colonising species… first cultivated in Britain in 1927 and first discovered
in the wild in 1956 [in Essex]. Since the late
1970s it has spread rapidly north and west’
(Preston et al. 2002). It suppresses other
plants and is considered a major pest species.

Conservationists have been trying to control
Crassula for years, with limited success, and it is
now tackled at Moor Green with herbicides.
Whether this observation highlights a possible
natural control method is debatable – it is possible that the geese are as likely to spread the
plant as control it, as it grows easily from small
pieces. It would, however, be interesting to
know whether Egyptian Geese, or other wildfowl, feed regularly on Crassula helmsii.
Reference
Preston, C. D., Pearman, D. A., & Dines,T. D. 2002.
New Atlas of the British and Irish Flora. OUP, Oxford.

John E. Warren
129 Liscombe, Birch Hill, Bracknell, Berkshire RG12 7DE

Little Grebe catching newt
On 6th April 2007, I watched a Little Grebe
Tachybaptus ruficollis catch and attempt to eat an
adult newt (probably a Smooth Newt Triturus
vulgaris) on a small lake near Banbury, Oxfordshire. The grebe surfaced holding the newt by
the base of its tail and spent 30 seconds or so
slapping it on the water surface and attempting
to swallow it. The grebe dived again with the
newt in its bill and presumably lost it underwater or gave up the attempt, as it was not seen
to swallow it.

BWP reports that Little Grebes will take
small frogs (Ranidae) and salamanders (Salamandroidea), but does not mention adult
newts. Perhaps these should not be a wholly
unexpected prey item, but would surely be
unusually large for a Little Grebe (male Smooth
Newts reach some 10–11 cm long). I have found
one other reference to such behaviour, in March
2007 at Loversall Pool near Potteric Carr in
Yorkshire (Potteric Carr Birder’s Newsletter,
Yorkshire Wildlife Trusts).

Colin Wilkinson
RSPB Midlands Regional Office, 46 The Green, South Bar, Banbury OX16 9AB
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Post-hatch nest use by Slavonian Grebes in Scotland

attendance (hours)

attendance (hours)

eggshell, was indicative of hatching. The eggs in
Slavonian Grebes Podiceps auritus have bred in
all three nests hatched asynchronously, at
small numbers in northern Scotland since the
approximately daily intervals (table 1). The
first known breeding attempt, near Inverness in
fourth chick at nest C hatched three days after
1909 (McGhie 1994). The population rose to a
the third chick, and during a period when no
peak of 80 pairs in both 1978 and 1984, after
adult or other chick was on the nest. It was
which there was a substantial decline, to 31
observed for approximately two hours, after
pairs in 2000, although this had increased to 37
which it left the nest with an adult and was not
pairs in 2007 (Stuart Benn pers. comm.).
seen subsequently. It was assumed to have died
Slavonian Grebe has been placed on the amber
soon after it left the nest; this was the only
list of Birds of Conservation Concern in the UK
partial brood loss.
(Gregory et al. 2002).
The male and female grebes shared incubaRSPB Scotland has carried out several
tion and brooding duties during the period
studies to describe the breeding biology and
after first hatching at all three nests, both
factors affecting breeding success of Slavonian
during the day and during the night. The time
Grebes (Summers et al. 1994; Summers &
spent by each adult on the nest during the postMavor 1995, 1998). These have included videohatch period varied between nests, but generally
recording nests to determine the survival and
declined after the first egg hatched (day 0). In
fate of clutches (Perkins et al. 2005). This latest
particular, after day 4–6 the adults began to
study provided behavioural information
spend considerable, and increasing, periods
showing nest use by the grebes after hatching.
away from the nest – despite unhatched eggs
Data were available for the post-hatch period
remaining in all the nests. All three females
for three nests, which were monitored during
tended to spend more time on the nest than the
2001: two at Loch Ruthven RSPB Reserve, Highmale, especially after both adults and chicks
land (nests A and B) and the third (nest C) at a
began to spend prolonged periods away from
loch in Moray & Nairn. All three nests were in
the nest (fig. 1). Nest A was predated by an
Bottle Sedge Carex rostrata beds. The video
Otter Lutra lutra on day 7 (Hancock et al.
cameras were placed alongside the nests, during
2002), while nest B was last used on day 19 and
the incubation period at nests A and B and
nest C on day 17. An adult was incubating or
immediately after the first egg hatched at nest C.
The recordings were analysed
from the moment the first egg
Female
16
hatched until chicks or adults did
not use the nest for a period of
12
A
24 hours, or until the nest was
B
8
predated. This provided 154
C
hours of observation at nest A,
4
418 hours at nest B and 514
hours at nest C. Attendance at
0
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20
the nest of adults and chicks was
days after first egg hatches
recorded to the nearest minute.
Male
Adult males were identified by
16
their larger, brighter ear tufts,
and the females by smaller, duller
12
A
ear tufts (Fjeldså 2004). It was
B
8
generally impossible to identify
C
individual chicks at the nest, so
4
the data were analysed simply for
chick presence or absence.
0
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20
The behaviour of the incudays after first egg hatches
bating adult, including restlessFig. 1. Nest attendance by female and male Slavonian Grebes
ness and looking under its body,
Podiceps auritus at nests A, B and C. Day 0 is the day the first
perhaps helping to remove
egg hatched. Nest A was predated on day 7.
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Table 1. Timing of key events at three Slavonian Grebe Podiceps auritus nests,
A and B in Highland, C in Moray & Nairn, 2001.
Clutch size
Number of eggs hatched
First egg hatched
Second egg hatched
Third egg hatched
Fourth egg hatched
Nest predated
Date male last used nest
Date female last used nest
Date chicks last used nest

Nest A
5
4
10th June, 13.28–13.38 hrs
11th June, 11.03–11.08 hrs
12th June, 08.15–08.59 hrs
13th June, 10.00–10.34 hrs
16th June, 23.18–23.30 hrs
–
–
–

Nest B
4
1
2nd August, 14.41 hrs
–
–
–
–
19th August
19th August
19th August

Nest C
6
4
18th June, before 13.08 hrs
19th June, 06.22–06.32 hrs
20th June, 07.45–07.53 hrs
23rd June, 13.30–13.42 hrs
–
2nd July
7th July
7th July

immediately after hatching if necessary, the
chicks at all nests spent very little time away
from the nests during the first five days after
hatching. When they did leave the nest during
this time, it was only for short periods, and often
only into the water close to the nest. The subsequent pattern of decline in nest use over the following two weeks until both nests were
abandoned was also similar, although the precise
timings varied somewhat. Prolonged absences
started between days 4 and 6. Once chicks began
leaving the nest, the total time spent on the nest
each day by any chick declined rapidly, although
there were fluctuations, particularly in the later
days of nest use. For nest B, the
chick last used the nest on day 18,
10 Nest B
9
while nest C was last used on day
8
19. At all three nests, chicks used
7
the nest at night. This was closely
6
No adult
Male
5
linked to adult attendance; chicks
Female
4
rarely used the nest at night
3
unless an adult was present. The
2
1
chick(s) spent the majority of
0
each night on the nest until night
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20
11 after the first egg hatched at
nights after first egg hatched
nest B and night 12 at nest C.
10 Nest C
After this, the chicks spent only
9
8
short periods on the nest until
7
final use during night 14 at nest B
6
No adult
and night 16 at nest C.
Male
5
Female
4
Comparing the nest atten3
dance by adults and chicks (figs.
2
1 & 3) shows a virtually identical
1
0
pattern for all three nests. Chicks
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20
were rarely left unattended at the
nights after first egg hatched
nest, except during the final few
Fig. 2. Night-time nest attendance by adult Slavonian Grebes Podiceps
days of nest use, when chicks
auritus at nests B and C. An open section of the bar indicates that
occasionally used the nest as a
neither parent was present during the hours of darkness. Nest
daytime roosting platform. The
attendance by the chick was almost identical to the combined
point at which the adults began
attendance by the adults. Night 1 is the night after the first egg hatched.
hours between dusk and dawn

hours between dusk and dawn

brooding virtually continuously at night for
eight nights after the first egg hatched at nest B
and for 11 nights at nest C, after which nest
attendance by both adults at both nests declined
considerably (fig. 2). The nest was last used at
night by an adult, the female in both cases, on
night 16 after the first hatch at both nests.
There was little difference in the pattern of
nest attendance by chicks between nests (fig. 3).
Owing to the predation at nest A, only nests B
and C were followed from first hatch until the
point when the nest was no longer used.
Although Slavonian Grebe chicks are seminidifugous, and thus able to leave the nest
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chick attendance at nest (hours)

to take their chicks away from
24
the nests for prolonged periods
20
was similar at all nests. At nest C,
the chicks used the nest briefly as
16
A
a daytime roosting platform
B
12
C
during the last two days of use in
8
the absence of the adults.
4
That the nests were used for
0
such a prolonged period after the
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19
eggs hatched was unexpected.
days after first egg hatches
While there is clearly a need to
Fig. 3. Nest attendance by Slavonian Grebe Podiceps auritus chicks
continue to incubate unhatched
at nests A, B and C. Day 1 is the day the first egg hatched.
eggs, it appears that the nest may
References
also provide a refuge and focal point for
Fjeldså, J. 2004. The Grebes. OUP, Oxford.
brooding and feeding when the chicks are just a
Gregory, R. D.,Wilkinson, N. I., Noble, D. G., Robinson, J. A.,
few days old. If chicks left the nest at or soon
Brown, A. F., Hughes, J., Procter, D., Gibbons, D.W., &
after hatching, this may compromise the adults’
Galbraith, C. A. 2002.The population status of birds in
ability to continue incubating unhatched eggs
the United Kingdom, Channel Islands and Isle of Man: an
analysis of conservation concern 2002–2007. Brit. Birds
while feeding, brooding and defending the chicks
95: 410–448.
effectively. Evidence that the nest is also used as a
Hancock, M., Summers, R., & Butcher, N. 2002. Predation of
dry roosting location is reinforced by the chicks
Slavonian Grebe nests by Otters. Brit. Birds 95: 390–391.
McGhie, H. A. 1994. Discovery of the first British clutch of
continuing to use the nest at night, many days
Slavonian Grebe eggs in a museum collection. Scot. Birds
after they had virtually abandoned it during the
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day. The nests were eventually abandoned after
Perkins, A. J., Hancock, M. H., Butcher, N., & Summers, R.W.
18–19 days, at which point the chicks were pre2005.The use of time-lapse cameras to determine
causes of nest failure of Slavonian Grebes Podiceps
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auritus. Bird Study 52: 159–165.
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British-ringed Honey-buzzards return to breed in the UK
The true status of the Honey-buzzard Pernis
apivorus in Britain has long been shrouded in
mystery and misconception. Secrecy and the
suppression of data have left the species poorly
understood and vulnerable in conservation
terms. Roberts et al. (1999) aimed to dispel
some of the myths surrounding the species,
outlining aspects of its breeding biology in
Britain and providing a baseline for further
study. Since then, a more open attitude has preBritish Birds 101 • April 2008 • 200–210

vailed among most fieldworkers and shared
information has led to a much greater understanding of the Honey-buzzard’s breeding
requirements in Britain, and to positive conservation action to retain or encourage breeding
pairs.
Honey-buzzard ringing in the UK has taken a
long time to gain momentum, and it is clear that
concerns about disclosure of breeding information during the early years resulted in discrepan203

Notes
received its 100th Honey-buzzard nest record
card (Nest Record News 22, June 2005) – a
further milestone in our understanding of the
breeding status of this species in Britain. Notes
on prey items and nesting density have already
been published (Roberts & Coleman 2001;
Roberts & Lewis 2003). Nest cameras have
brought the Honey-buzzard to the attention of
the general public, and provided invaluable
data, which is currently being analysed. Already
there are plans in several areas, in co-operation
with the Forestry Commission, to acquire tiny
nest cameras which can be powered by and
viewed on hand-held digital video cameras at a
safe distance from the nest . As well as providing
detailed information about breeding biology,
this will facilitate the identification of colourringed adults. These cameras are quick to erect
during a nest visit, are ignored by the birds and
can be moved to other nests throughout the
season. Young birds have also been satellite
tagged and tracked from nests in Scotland and
Sussex to their wintering grounds in Africa
(Dennis 2003).
A colour-ringing scheme has been registered
with the BTO since 1997 (co-ordinated by
Adrienne Stratford); two key objectives of the
scheme are to determine whether British-reared
Honey-buzzards return to breed in Britain, and
more generally to obtain any evidence to help
establish trends in the breeding population. Up
to 2007, 152 Honey-buzzard chicks had been
colour-ringed, mainly in Dorset, Kent, Shropshire, Surrey, Sussex and Wales (with a small
number in Nottinghamshire and Scotland). A
single colour ring, with engraved letters or
numbers, identifies an individual bird. Although colour
rings are difficult to see in
general conditions, adults
often perch close to the
observer during nest visits
when good views of the legs
are possible.
In 2006, Mike Thomas
noticed a colour-ringed bird
at a nest in South Wales. Subsequent observations revealed
that both adults were colourringed and the individual
rings were identified. This
represents the first confirmed
breeding in the UK of British114. Two five-week-old Honey-buzzard Pernis apivorus chicks bearing colour
reared birds. The female had
rings at a nest in a Douglas Fir Pseudotsuga menziesii, Surrey, August 2004.

S. J. Roberts

cies in the BTO’s annual ringing reports. Its database indicates that the first chicks were ringed in
1980, and that it was a further 15 years before the
second brood was ringed, in 1995. Since then,
chicks have been ringed annually, averaging 15
per year in the years 2000–04, by which time over
100 had been ringed (Jacquie Clark pers.
comm.). However, it is now known that chicks
were ringed almost annually in Scotland between
1978 and 1995, none of which are presently
recorded in the BTO’s database. A single brood
was ringed in most years but there were five
broods in 1991 and four in 1995. In total, 54
chicks were ringed in Scotland during this period
(Brian Etheridge pers. comm.). The high
numbers ringed nationally during 2000–04 were
maintained during 2005–07 (our data), bringing
the total now ringed to over 200. Five recoveries
of chicks ringed in Britain are known. One, from
a nest in North Wales, was found injured in Winchester, Hampshire, in October 1993 (three
months after ringing and a very late date for this
species to be still in Britain). Two have been
killed on the wintering grounds – in Guinea in
February 1991 (from a 1986 Scottish nest) and in
Ghana in February 2001 (from a 2000 Welsh
nest) (Clark et al. 2004). Another, from a 1998
Shropshire nest, was found at Breville-sur-Mer,
in northern France, in August 2003; it was entangled in wire and released unharmed (Clark et al.
2004). This bird is potentially very interesting as
it could have been breeding locally. The fifth bird
(a satellite-tagged chick from a 2003 Sussex nest)
was killed by a train in the Seine-Maritime
region of northern France in August 2007.
In 2005, the BTO’s Nest Record Scheme
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al. (1999) included nest details up to 1997; since
been ringed as a chick in Shropshire in 2000
then, a further 170 nests have been found by the
(one of two chicks), while the male had been
handful of fieldworkers who cover Dorset,
ringed as a chick in North Wales in 2002 (also
Hampshire, Wales and the Marches, and the
one of two chicks). The female, recognisable by
southern counties of Kent, Surrey and Sussex.
distinctive plumage characteristics, had first
This figure does not include any breeding birds
been seen in the study area in August 2004 and
in Cumbria, where breeding has occurred reguat that time appeared not to be breeding but
larly, the Midlands, Norfolk, Nottinghamshire,
actively wing-clapping over a wide area for conWiltshire or Yorkshire, or Scotland – where
siderable periods of time, in the manner of a
Honey-buzzards have bred since the 1970s and
male. She was observed on one occasion with
where there could be at least 50 pairs (Forrester
another bird, probably a male, in a Sitka Spruce
et al. 2007). Although numbers remain low, the
Picea sitchensis plantation. In 2005, in the same
population is undoubtedly higher than reported
general area, she accompanied a male and
and there is strong evidence for an increasing
established a territory in an area of broadleaved
and expanding population. For example, fieldwoodland some 5 km from an established, wellworkers in Kent, Sussex and Surrey found the
studied breeding area, occupied annually by
first confirmed breeding pair for any of these
several pairs of Honey-buzzards. The new pair
counties in 1990. A second breeding pair was
built a summer nest in a Silver Birch Betula
located in 1994 and, since 1997, 12 different
pendula during July and August – a small construction to which greenery and food
items were taken but no eggs were laid.
In 2006, the same female and what
appeared to be the same male occupied the 2005 summer nest, increased
its size and two eggs were laid in June.
The nest contained one three-weekold chick at the beginning of August. It
is presumed that the second egg
hatched and the chick was lost early as
no unhatched egg was found in the
nest cup.
These observations indicate a
period of settling-in and exploration
of a potential territory before a
breeding attempt. In this case, the
period was shorter than that noted in
The Netherlands (van Manen 2000),
where birds are, on average, 7.7 years
old before first breeding. A female of
six years and a male of only four years
might indicate either prime breeding
conditions or generally low breeding
density and a lack of competition for
suitable sites. Either way, since the
general area has been well studied over
many years, this constitutes an increase
in the breeding population and an
expansion of the local range.
It is now widely accepted that food
115 & 116. Five-week-old Honey-buzzard Pernis apivorus chicks,
availability is not a limiting factor for Surrey, August 2006. Plate 115 shows a chick being fitted with the
Honey-buzzards in Britain, and that, individually coded darvic ring.The chicks have been removed from
the nest to carry out the ringing procedure safely and efficiently.
although subject to natural fluctuaPlate 116 shows Steve Roberts with the two pale-phase chicks,
tions, the species breeds widely though
about to be returned to the nest in a Douglas Fir Pseudotsuga
scarcely throughout Britain. Roberts et
menziesii after ringing and recording biometric data.

P. Everitt
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Notes
Any Honey-buzzard fieldworker who may be
interested in colour-ringing is encouraged to
contact either of the authors.
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pairs have bred. Seven nests were located in
2006 and 2007 and other sightings suggest
further potential breeders (M. Cowlard pers.
comm.). In Wales, where there was no recorded
breeding prior to 1990, breeding has now been
proved for 11 different pairs. Six nests were
found in 2006 and activity in several other areas
suggests further probable breeding (our data).
Colour-ringing of chicks has provided vital
information about the breeding dynamics of
the Honey-buzzard in Britain, and the efforts
made by fieldworkers, almost always supported
by co-operative and encouraging landowners
(notably the Forestry Commission), cannot be
underestimated. This has resulted in significant
advances in our understanding of Honeybuzzard breeding biology. It is disappointing to
note that, while fieldworkers in Hampshire have
found 51 nests, fledging a minimum of 86
chicks in the New Forest area since 1997, no
nest visits or ringing/colour-ringing has taken
place (W. Percy and A. Page pers. comm.). In
view of the co-operation and success in all other
forest districts where Honey-buzzards breed, we
hope that this article might help to persuade
raptor workers in this region to participate in
the colour-ringing scheme; the contribution to
our understanding of the Honey-buzzard in
Britain would be considerable. More generally,
the more birds that carry colour rings, the more
chance we have of making significant advances
in understanding breeding dynamics, movements, longevity and population increases.
Consequently, we strongly urge all those who
work with breeding Honey-buzzards to consider colour-ringing as an important tool in our
attempt to understand this secretive raptor, the
long-term aim being to ensure that conservation strategies to support our breeding birds are
based on sound knowledge and understanding.

S. J. Roberts
Ty Canol, Church Lane, Llanfair Kilgeddin, Abergavenny NP7 9BE; e-mail sjroberts100@hotmail.com
J. M. S. Lewis
Y Bwthyn Gwyn, Coldbrook, Abergavenny NP7 9TD
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New evidence of dark Hobbies
Corso & Monterosso (2000) described seven
recently fledged Hobbies Falco subbuteo which
appeared particularly dark when compared
with typical juveniles. All occurred among
family parties of typical Hobbies, between July
and September in southern Italy. The authors
described several differences between them and
heterozygous dark-morph Eleonora’s Falcons F.
eleonorae (Corso & Monterosso 2004), but
Ristow (2004a) suggested that the arguments
presented to distinguish dark Hobbies from
Eleonora’s Falcons, in particular dark-morph
second-calendar-year (2CY) males, were not
entirely convincing.
We were unaware of this published correspondence when we observed a dark Hobby in
northern Spain in August 2006. Between 2000
and 2006, we examined the plumage of 118 fullgrown Hobbies in northern Spain: 77 in the
field and the remainder in the hand, either
during ringing activities or, in the case of 12
birds, at a rehabilitation centre. Birds were of all
age and sex classes. All but one presented the
typical plumage pattern (see Chapman 1999,
Forsman 1999, Ristow 2004b). The only exception was a fledgling hobby aged 35–40 days on
26th August 2006. This bird was perched in the
pine (Pinaceae) forest canopy around the nestsite, with a sibling of normal plumage type. The
adults were a 2CY female and a 3+CY male,
both showing a typical plumage pattern. We
watched them for five hours through three
good-quality, 20 x 80 telescopes at 100 m distance; the light was good, enabling detailed
observation of plumage colour.
The cere and orbital ring of both the dark
chick and the normal chick were bluish, the legs
were bluish or pale green and the remiges were
shorter than the tail; these are all typical characteristics of a fledgling Hobby (Forsman 1999;
Ristow 2004a,b). Nevertheless, the dark bird did
not show the typical buff fringes of juvenile
feathers, normally evident mainly on the head
and the upperparts; instead, this bird appeared
uniformly dark on the upperparts. Moreover,
the cheek was dark brown, with no white,
making the ‘moustache’ difficult to distinguish.
The throat, breast and underparts, which are
normally buff or cream in juveniles (Chapman
1999), were dark brown, with typical markings.
Finally, the typical buff fringes of juvenile rectrices were dark brown, so that these feathers
British Birds 101 • April 2008 • 200–210

appeared uniformly dark. In fact, this Hobby
was darker than a heterozygous Eleonora’s
Falcon (see Ristow 2004a). Corso & Monterosso
(2004) did not observe whether pale fringes or
tips were present on the mantle, wing-coverts
and remiges of their birds, although they could
detect them on the closest normal individuals.
Nonetheless, they established that the entire
upperparts were uniformly brownish, including
the tertials (as on the bird we observed).
However, Ristow (2004a) considered that the
lack of such fringes would be unique among
juvenile falcons of any species. We believe that
these fringes could be dark brown in colour,
making it almost impossible to perceive colour
differences between the fringes and the rest of
the feather.
The great controversy in the case of Corso &
Monterosso’s (2004) dark Hobbies was due to
the possible confusion with Eleonora’s Falcon
behaviour (Ristow 2004a). However, in our case
there was no doubt about the species’ identity,
since we found the nest-site and monitored the
family’s behaviour. Both chicks made short
flights during our observations, no more than
30 m, during which they called to their parents.
There are no breeding territories of
Eleonora’s Falcon in northern Spain (Muntaner
2003). The chick described above could be confused with a heterozygous juvenile male
Eleonora’s Falcon or a juvenile Sooty Falcon
Falco concolor, and the likelihood of identifying
this bird correctly in the field, away from a
known nesting area, is perhaps low. We suggest
that there may be more dark Hobbies which
have been identified incorrectly as Eleonora’s
Falcons.
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Ship-assisted Barn Swallow
On 20th April 2007, while travelling from New
Zealand to Japan on the research vessel Professor
Khromov, and at approximately 20°N 144°E, to
the west of the Northern Mariana Islands in the
western Pacific, a group of four migrant Barn
Swallows Hirundo rustica circled the ship. One
bird landed on the ship, perching on lifeboats,
deck railings, etc., and soon began to take
advantage of the fairly numerous flies
(Diptera). The bird roosted overnight and
appeared to be in good condition.
As the journey progressed, the swallow became
increasingly tame and on one occasion it readily
accepted a freshly caught fly from my fingers. This
began a period of hand-feeding, which lasted for
the duration of the bird’s stay on the vessel. At first
there was no shortage of flies around the ship and
the swallow would accept them whenever it was
perched in an accessible location. On several occasions it even flew towards me and took the fly

before it was offered! Although hand-feeding was
initially only supplementing its diet, latterly it
seemed that the bird could not catch sufficient for
itself (despite its frequent forays) and any fear of
humans appeared overcome by hunger. As the
number of flies decreased, I tried feeding it with
fragments of raw steak. This proved highly successful (especially when the meat was dipped in
water first) and was used almost exclusively for the
last four days of the bird’s stay, with regular
feeding about every two hours. Although the
bird’s plumage became unkempt (primarily due
to its habit of flying close to the ship’s funnel) and
it became quite lethargic, it always remained
capable of flight. It grew so tame that it would
land regularly on passengers and crew!
Remarkably, the bird remained with the ship
until 26th April when, approximately 150 km
from Kyushu, Japan, it flew off strongly with a
group of other migrant Barn Swallows.

Richard Lowe
Ashbrook, Dimple Lane, Crich, Derbyshire DE4 5BQ
EDITORIAL COMMENT Angela Turner has commented that Barn Swallows are known to roost on
ships, but the length of stay described here is exceptional.

Robin imitating Barn Swallow
On 29th October 2006, I was walking past a small
shelter-belt of Sycamores Acer pseudoplatanus in
an area of upland pasture at Ashover, Derbyshire,
when I heard what I initially took to be the typically loud and urgent double ‘si-weet’ alarm call
of a Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica. On hearing it
again, I realised that the call was interspersed with
the otherwise normal, loud and regular song of a
Robin Erithacus rubecula, probably a migrant
bird. I listened for several minutes and the Robin
used this call, always given twice in quick succes-

sion, in most of its song phrases, sometimes
beginning them with it. It was still doing the same
when I left the area three hours later.
BWP states that mimicry is ‘often suspected
but difficult to assess due to apparent modification of motifs derived from model’; Blackbird
Turdus merula, Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla, Great
Tit Parus major and Common Chaffinch
Fringilla coelebs are listed as species whose songs
have been copied, but mimicry is more frequent
in subsong than in full song.

R. A. Frost
66 St Lawrence Road, North Wingfield, Chesterfield, Derbyshire S42 5LL
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Attempted feeding of dead fledgling by Blackbird
On 19th April 2007, I saw a female Blackbird
Turdus merula with food in its bill, standing
over a squashed, newly fledged chick, on a road
in West Bagborough, Somerset. After a minute
or two, the Blackbird flew off and I removed the
chick to the side of the road. Returning to the
site about ten minutes later, I saw a female
Blackbird, doubtless the same individual, again

with food in its bill, standing at the site of the
fledgling’s death, while the dead chick itself was
quite ignored. The Blackbird was soon disturbed by an approaching car and flew off. This
seems to suggest that, at least for the period
shortly after leaving the nest, the position of the
food-begging chick is all-important in the
minds of the parents.

Dr A. P. Radford
Crossways Cottage, West Bagborough, Taunton, Somerset TA4 3EG

Blue Tits obtain concealed insects in winter by selecting bud size
There are various examples of tits (Paridae),
particularly Blue Tits Cyanistes caeruleus,
finding insect food concealed in different parts
of plants and trees, which is presumed to aid
survival in winter for these mainly non-migratory birds (Cramp & Perrins 1993). However,
there appears to be no published record similar
to the observations described here.
On 17th November 1991, a cold day with ice
on the water, I watched three Blue Tits actively
feeding in small, leafless, Goat Willow Salix
caprea bushes at the edge of Threipmuir Reservoir, Lothian. The reservoir is surrounded by
mainly rough grassland with a scatter of willows
along parts of the shoreline. As the Blue Tits
moved about busily in the bushes, they pecked
only at buds and they would stop and attack
certain buds with vigorous pecking and head
flicking, some fragments of bud being tossed
away. I approached and inspected some of the
twigs on which the tits had been feeding. The
buds were of two sizes: small ones 2.0–3.5 mm
in length and larger ones c. 4.5 mm long and
distinctly wider in shape. The small buds were
undamaged by the Blue Tits, and showed no
readily visible signs of insects. Some of the large
buds showed the exit holes of an insect and had
the interior eaten away, leaving an empty
internal cavity; others were freshly pecked open
showing green sappy tissue and much of the bud
removed. Most, perhaps all, of the buds attacked
by Blue Tits had contained insects, shown by the
presence of black insect excreta (frass) and
sometimes fragments of exoskeletons.
These observations suggested that the large
willow buds had all contained an insect, probably at the larval stage (as the bud interiors had
been consumed), and that large bud size seemed
British Birds 101 • April 2008 • 200–210

to be an effect of the insect infestation. Large
buds with an exit hole and empty cavity no
longer contained the insect but most of those
cut open by Blue Tits showed traces of frass
which appeared fresh. My observations suggested that the tits were selecting only the large
buds, and so had a higher chance of finding an
insect than if they had opened buds randomly.
Possibly the birds were also able to select those
large buds not showing an insect exit hole,
though I have no evidence to support this.
On 31st January 1994, I returned to Threipmuir. No Blue Tits were present but I collected
twigs from the same bushes to gain some quantitative information. The collected twigs held
709 buds and were examined using a x5 lens
when necessary. Again, there was a majority of
small, dormant buds (653, 92.1%) and a
minority of larger, wider buds (20, 2.8%) with
insect holes or bird damage; in addition, some
buds (36, 5.1%) were enlarged because of
spring growth, but their shape was still narrow
and pointed. Of the 20 larger/wider buds, eight
showed an insect exit hole, the bud centre eaten
and insect frass; one showed the bud centre
partly eaten, with remains of a dead insect
larva; and 11 showed the buds partly destroyed,
as if by a small bird’s beak, some with frass
and/or insect exoskeletal remains. The appearance of the 11 presumed bird-damaged buds
was as if cut or sliced in two or three different
directions, usually with less than half the bud
remaining on the twig. This seemed consistent
with the feeding actions observed by Blue Tits
in November 1991. Assuming that the damage
to buds recorded in January 1994 was also by
Blue Tits, the birds had attacked no dormant or
growing buds but had opened 55% of the dis209
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tinctive, insect-infested buds. The cut surfaces
of the 11 damaged buds were darkened and
dried, suggesting that they had not been opened
recently, probably before any small buds had
begun to enlarge through growth and when the
only large buds would have been infested ones.
I collected twigs from the same Goat Willow
bushes on 2nd December 1994 and sent these to
the Forestry Authority Research Division for
analysis. In most of the insect-mined buds,
moulted skins and head capsules of a sawfly
larva Euura mucronata (=saliceti), sometimes
known as the Willow Bud Sawfly, one of the
commonest and smallest sawfly species in
Britain, were identified. The adults fly from
May to July and the larvae feed generally from
July to October, perhaps later in northern areas.
At least two holes were found in most of the
infested buds, one smaller than the other, suggesting that a larva bores into a bud, feeds on
most of the contents and then leaves, making
the larger hole. In view of the seasonality of E.
mucronata, Blue Tits would have the best
chance of finding well-grown live larvae in
willow buds during autumn and early winter.
In spring, tits feed on the buds of many types
of trees, when they search for small insects or
insect eggs, pulling off bud scales to do so; bud
scale tissue is often ingested incidentally (Newstead 1908; Collinge 1924–1927; Fryer 1939;
Hartley 1953; Gibb 1954; Betts 1955). Betts (1955)
showed that, between February and April, Blue
Tits consume bud tissue deliberately, particularly
of oaks Quercus, when their buds may have a high
incidence of insect galls, but concluded that the
birds sought the bud tissue itself rather than the
insects within. There are numerous examples of
tits exploiting insect food concealed within parts

of plants, including inside hard galls, leaf galls, leaf
mines, under bark and inside reed Phragmites
stems (Betts 1955; Yapp 1962; Heiser 1975; Perrins
1979; Fromel 1980; Cramp & Perrins 1993).
Barnes (1975) further noted that Blue Tits tend to
move to low land with willows and reedbeds in
winter, while Hartley (1953) found that Blue Tits
in one area fed more frequently in low shrubs and
bushes from November through winter. However,
no studies appear to record that tits open dormant
buds in autumn or winter and select the buds by
size, thus increasing their chance of obtaining
insect food.
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Juvenile Coal Tit feeding juvenile Blue Tit
On 22nd June 2007, in my garden at West Bagborough, Somerset, I saw a well-grown juvenile
Coal Tit Periparus ater, together with three
juvenile Blue Tits Cyanistes caeruleus, feeding
on peanuts in a hanging cage. Suddenly, one of
the Blue Tits opened its gape and begged; at
once, the Coal Tit, which had just extracted a
large nut fragment, fed it to the Blue Tit.

Normal feeding was then resumed and no more
begging was observed from the Blue Tit, which,
like the other birds, appeared to be a fully independent juvenile. Although there are several
documented records of one species feeding
another, it is unusual that in this case a juvenile
bird was the feeder.

Dr A. P. Radford
Crossways Cottage, West Bagborough, Taunton, Somerset TA4 3EG
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