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TERRITORY AND PAIR-FORMATION 
IN THE BLACKBIRD. 

BY 

R. D. JACKSON. 
SINCE September, 1948, a small population of Blackbirds (Turdus 
tnerula) has been intensively studied by the writer in an attempt 
to elucidate the behaviour of this species. The study area is in a 
suburban district at Monkstown, Co. Dublin, and consists of 
about 5^ acres of the usual gardens, houses, and roads. This area 
normally supports a breeding' population of four pairs. 

Soon after the study began, it became evident that the accurate 
recognition and identification of these pairs was essential. In the 
case of the females no difficulty in this was encountered. The 
female Blackbird is extremely variable in plumage and, in the 
small number watched, there were many striking differences be
tween the individuals. The individual males were slightly more 
difficult to recognize. However, minor plumage differences, due to 
age and moulting, enabled most to be followed through the years, 
but, to make identification quicker and easier, two cocks were 
colour-ringed in 1950 and a third in 1952. Two females were also 
colour-ringed —• one in 1950 and the other in 1951. 

It will be understood' that in the following account all general 
statements about the Blackbird are to be read as applying to the 
particular population studied and that it may well be that other 
Blackbird populations behave differently in certain respects. 

T H E TERRITORY. 

The Blackbird is generally considered to be a territorial species, 
but there is conflicting evidence as to whether it is as strictly so 
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as , for example, the Robin (Erithacus rubecula). Wi th the indi
viduals I have been studying, territories are strictly held and the 
boundaries rigidly adhered to. The average size of the territory 
has been found to be about one acre. This figure appears to sum 
up the situation fairly accurately as there have been no extremes. 
The smallest territory was half an acre in extent and the largest 
two were i f acres. Lack and Light (1941), in a woodland area in 
south Devon, found that breeding pairs of Blackbirds owned terri
tories some two acres in size. It is thus probably significant that I 
have been working with suburban Blackbirds for, from the ob
servations of Lack and Light in south Devon and from some notes 
of my own for Co. Carlow, rural Blackbirds appear to differ in 
some aspects of their behaviour from those in suburban areas. 

The territories are inhabited and held by a Blackbird pair and 
the pairs remain in their territories all the year round. In fact, 
once a pair is formed and settled in a territory, it remains in that 
territory, or some part of it, until the death or disappearance of 
one or both members. 

I have recorded only two exceptions. In the spring of 1950 an 
adult pair was slowly expelled from a territory by a young pair. 
Eventually the adult pair was forced to annex a small area from 
a neighbouring territory and, when the last of the original territory 
had been taken, this small area served as a territory for a short 
period at the end of the summer. The female of the pair disappeared 
during the autumn moult and the male moved into another neigh
bouring territory, which was vacant owing to the disappearance 
of both members of its owning pair. In 1951 a newly formed pair 
did not settle down to breed in its territory. Instead the male tried 
to expand it. He was frustrated by the vigilance of one of his male 
neighbours in his first attempt but was successful in extending his 
border in another direction and, by gradual annexation, managed 
to eat his way into the territory of another pair. His mate followed 
him until finally the original territory was left behind and the pair 
had disappeared beyond the study area. 

T H E BREEDING POPULATION. 

The breeding population consists of the resident territory owning 
pairs. The members of a pair keep together all the year round, 
though during the autumn and early winter they generally ignore 
each other. From January the male follows and guards the female. 
This behaviour is desultory at first but intensifies during March 
when the non-breeding population is disappearing and the breeding-
season commencing. Lack and Light (1941) found that in February 
and March males patrolled their territories with the females often 
in attendance but I have found that the mated male generally 
attends on and follows his female wherever she goes and patrols 
the territory alone. 

After the moult, though there is no question of separation, the 
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members of a pair generally revert to ignoring each other in their 
territory. Sometimes, however, they help each other to expel tres
passers. The resident pairs trespass on each other 's territories 
mainly during the breeding season and chiefly when they have 
young to feed. Also, during the months between August and 
November some individuals tend to trespass, generally with flocks 
of immatures and usually for the purpose of feeding in favoured 
areas, such as where berried shrubs grow. Apart from these occa
sions the breeding birds do not trespass very much on each other 's 
territories, though individuals vary and a few have been notorious 
trespassers. 

The defence of the territory against trespassers is undertaken 
by both the male and the female of the pair. If the pair comes upon 
a trespasser together the male usually advances and expels it, but 
sometimes the female takes the active role and under "Pa i r -
formation"' (see pp. 128-131) a case is mentioned where, when two 
pairs met, it was the females and not the males who fought. If a 
female meets a trespasser alone she is quite capable of expelling 
it herself. In the displays and sometimes battles which take place 
when a pair is defending its territory against another pair or, 
alternatively, invading another territory the male again is generally 
more active than his mate. The female however has an important 
reserve part to play in such encounters for, if her mate is defeated, 
she generally engages the victorious rival in battle or display. In 
encounters of this type it is found that the female is generally 
more direct in her attack and does not indulge in the elaborate 
threat display of the male (Jackson, 1952). This behaviour is often 
a more effective threat technique, and as such, an aggressive female 
is a great asset to the territorial ambitions of the pair. This property 
of aggressiveness varies considerably in individual females but I 
have known only one bird who was never seen to help her mate. 
Lack and Light (1941) found that in spring the male of a pair was 
more active in defence of the territory and Morley (1937) considered 
that in winter the female reserves and cares for the territory and 
drives away trespassers. My pairs, however, share the burden of 
the defence of their territories equally all the year round. 

The territory has been found to be completely defended against 
all Blackbirds, excluding juveniles, only from the end of March to 
the commencement of the moult in July. While moulting the 
members of a resident pair are generally incapable of defending 
their territory, but during the remaining months, September to 
March, their behaviour varies according to the status of the tres
passer. Members of neighbouring pairs are not tolerated as tres
passers except very occasionally when they trespass as a member 
of a flock of immatures. Immature birds are tolerated within the 
territory boundaries provided they are subservient to the members 
of the owning pair. A somewhat similar situation was found to 
exist with the Marsh Tit (Parus palustris) (Morley, 1953), though 
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with this species the flock does not confer immunity from ex
pulsion to a territory-owning trespasser. 

The period of chief activity for the resident pairs is from March 
to July. At this time they are not only breeding but this is also 
the chief period of the year when the territory borders are changing 
due to the encroachments of strong pairs and the retreats of 
weaker ones. During these months competition for ground is at a 
height and every pair attempts to enlarge its territory by annex
ations. Consequently border conflicts are frequent. It is found to 
be only approximately true to say that a Blackbird pair owns the 
same territory for life. The central nucleus of the territory generally 
remains in the same hands, but the borders advance and retreat 
from year to year depending upon the success of the pair at 
annexation during the breeding season. 

THE NON-BREEDING POPULATION. 

During the breeding season fledged juveniles are present in the 
territories and are generally ignored by the adults, though quarrels 
over food may occur. From about July to November bands of 
juveniles and immatures move about through the territories and 
these birds are also tolerated by the owners. 

From about November to March a rather unusual situation 
develops each year. Within the acre or so owned by each pair one, 
two, three, or four, rarely more, immatures would settle and hold 
what I called 'territories within a territory' or 'sub-territories'. 
These are vague, ill-defined areas with no rigid borders and are 
lorded over by an immature who defends them against other 
immatures. 

That these settlers are immatures, or first-winter birds, is quite 
certain in the case of the males, in which the immature plumage is 
easily distinguishable from the adult. I am satisfied that the female 
settlers are also first-winter birds for, without exception, their bills 
are dull brownish-grey whereas with the adults about four in every 
five have either wholly or partially yellow bills. These female 
settlers also possess a plumage which, while varying greatly in 
tone and colour, is similar as regards certain details. These common 
details are: (i) from the base of the lower mandible and covering 
the throat to the upper edge of the breast the plumage is, if not dull 
white, an extremely pale colour; (ii) the breast is paler than the 
surrounding plumage, with the exception of the throat-patch. The 
large, pale throat-patch is the characteristic of the immature fe
males and, although adult females have a small pale area beneath 
the bill, I have only known one or two with patches that faintly 
resembled those of an immature. That these pale-throated females 
are immatures was confirmed when on November 20th, 1952, I saw 
a typical example which I had colour-ringed, when moulting from 
speckled juvenile dress, on September 7th, 1952. 

A sub-territory is somewhat fluid and unstable as the immature 
owner generally deserts it after about a month, often to stake 
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a new territory nearby but sometimes to disappear completely. 
Another immature usually takes its place and sometimes there 
would be a succession of three or four immatures in a favoured 
territory. During- March all the immatures, territory-owning- and 
otherwise, disappear one by one to leave the resident pairs alone 
in their territories. 

The exceptions are those who fill gaps in the breeding population 
for these scattered territory-owning immatures are found to have 
a somewhat similar function in this respect to the members of the 
Marsh Tit flock (Morley, 1942). 

The adult pairs owning the acre or so of territory in which there 
are one or more sub-territories tolerate the immature owners of 
these sub-territories provided they remain subservient. Sometimes 
more aggressive pairs make determined efforts to expel the im
mature settlers but, unless their territory is small, they are generally 
unsuccessful, due to the persistence of the immature in returning-
to its sub-territory. More often the pair inhabit the central area of 
the territory over the winter and make periodic visits around the 
outer areas, 'bossing' but not expelling- the immature settlers there. 

In this toleration within their territories of certain members of 
the same species the Blackbird differs from the Robin but re
sembles the Chaffinch (Fringilla ccelebs) and many of the tits. 

It sometimes happens that an immature attempts to resist the 
adult over-lord. Such cases usually occur where an immature has 
settled in an area, far from the central nucleus, which is almost 
deserted by the adult pair during the winter. Such a rebellious im
mature is almost always engaged in display by the adult concerned. 
In the rare cases where the immature emerges victorious from the 
display it may gain temporary dominance over the adult. But it 
does not have to deal with a single adult for the mate of the 
vanquished generally comes to the rescue. Although I recorded a 
few cases of an immature obtaining a temporary dominance over 
one member of a pair I never saw one overcome both members of 
the pair. Morley (1937) suggested that the female of a pair had the 
duty of getting rid of superfluous females and that should she be 
too old or lazy to do this she lays herself open to partial or complete 
abandonment, with the possibility that polygamy may result. 
Each year aggressive females are among the immature sub-territory 
settlers and frequently these females are more active and alert than 
the adult resident female. The immature females never become a 
threat to the stability of the pair as the mated adult never pairs 
with them while his own mate is alive. In cases where an immature 
female, threatens or overcomes the adult female the adult male 
always attempts to expel the intruder and does not accept her as 
a mate. In March the immature females disappear from their sub-
territories without being compelled to do so by the adult female. 
On rare occasions a mated male may display to an immature fe
male (Jackson, 1952) but this behaviour appears to be abnormal. 
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Wi th the exception of the pair in whose lands it has settled the 
owner of a sub-territory chases all other trespassing Blackbirds. 
It seldom has trouble with its fellow-immatures but occasionally 
a member of a neighbouring territory-owning pair trespasses. On 
these occasions the immature usually accosts and displays at the 
adult. Often the adult promptly flees but occasionally it remains 
and either wins or loses in battle or display. Thus on January 20th, 
1951, a paired female trespassed over the border into a neigh
bouring territory. She was soon attacked by the immature male on 
whose sub-territory she had strayed. She fought back but was 
defeated and chased back into her own territory. Again on February 
13th, 1953, an adult male tresspasser was attacked by an immature 
male sub-territory owner but, after a ferocious battle, the adult 
triumphed and drove off his opponent. 

There remains the case of an immature male who managed to 
hold a small territory for a short while in April and May, 1953. He 
was the only unpaired immature known to possess a definite terri
tory, as opposed to a sub-territory, for any length of time. The 
area which he staked had been owned in 1952 by an adult pair but 
the pair had deserted it over the winter of 1952-1953. The immature 
male settled in it possibly as early as January, 1953. No move to 
expel him appeared to be made until April 8th, 1953. On that date 
he was harried by the three males of the three territories adjoining 
his. He survived their attempts to expel him and on April 13th the 
last of them recognised his ownership. He sang loudly from April 
10th. Later during April he attempted to enlarge his territory but 
with only partial success. He was last heard to sing on May 17th 
and deserted his territory, though not the area, shortly afterwards. 
His territory was never larger than f of an acre. 

PAIR-FORMATION. 

The pair-formations observed in the study population of Black
birds, from September, 1948, to date are recorded below. First 
winter birds, or immatures in the sense of plumage differences, 
are concerned in all the cases except one. On these records I base 
my statement that the immatures, generally those owning sub-
territories, fill the gaps in the breeding population caused by the 
disappearance of the old adults. 

1. During the end of the summer, 1948, a territory of about i j 
acres became vacant due to the disappearance of an adult pair. By 
November, 1948, an immature pair had become formed and was in 
complete ownership of the territory. A small area belonging to 
another pair was also appropriated, presumably due to the new 
pair 's ignorance of the border, but in February, 1949, this other 
pair easily retrieved the stolen ground. 

Unfortunately nothing was known about the previous history 
of the members of this pair. 
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2. Since 1949, at least, an adult pair had been in possession of 
a territory about an acre in extent. On March 19th, 1950, however 
an immature pair was found to have settled in about -J of an acre 
of this territory. By April 18th the J of an acre had swelled to \ 
an acre and by mid-June the whole acre was in the possession of 
the new pair. 

Again the actual pair-formation was not observed and the pre
vious history of the immatures was unknown. 

3. The dispossessed pair mentioned in the last case owned an 
area only slightly larger than J of an acre when all its original 
territory was lost. The female of this pair was not seen after July, 
1950, and almost certainly died during the moult. 

Before October, 1950, the now mateless adult male moved into 
a completely new territory about an acre in size (part of this 
Blackbird's history has been recounted from the territorial angle 
under ' the Territory') . A few immatures were about in this terri
tory but it soon became evident that only one of them, a female, 
intended to settle in it. She made the whole acre act as her sub-
territory. 

Throughout the early winter of 1950-1951 her relations with the 
adult cock were those normally existing between a territory-owner 
and an immature settler i.e. the male tolerated but 'bossed' the 
female. During early January, 1951, both the male and the female 
were involved in border incidents with a neighbouring pair. Then 
on January 26th, 1951, the male, happening to come into close 
contact with the female, did not chase her but instead backed 
away with a submissively raised crest. The female ignored him 
at first but later also moved away with a submissively raised crest. 
On February gth they were about together on the border of the 
territory and each was involved in display with a neighbouring 
male. Almost immediately afterwards the immature female ap
proached the adult male who had just caught a worm. Since he 
warned her off and she retreated I assumed that the pair had not 
been quite formed yet as a fully mated female will drive her mate 
off food. 

This was the last time the male was seen to dominate the female 
and during the remainder of February they lived amicably, without 
taking much notice of each other, in their territory. Finally in 
early March the male commenced the spring habit of following 
and guarding over the female. 

4. The female of the pair of record 2 disappeared during July, 
1950. The male then led a bachelor existence in the territory 
until late January, 1951, when he allowed an immature female to 
help him 'boss ' the other immatures. He was definitely mated to 
this female on January 30th. 

Unlike the male described in the last record this cock Blackbird 
had several immature females in and around his territory. It is 
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thus probably significant that he chose the bird who settled closest 
to the area of the territory which he himself inhabited. 

5. On the evening of March 15th, 1951, an immature pair was 
found to be in possession of about § of an acre. Until then this 
area had been owned by an adult pair who, although it was not 
the nucleus of their territory, had not neglected it. However they 
made no special effort to recover it. 

The previous history of the female is unknown but the male was 
thought to have been about in the area over the winter of 1950-

6. The male of the pair whose formation is treated under 4. 
disappeared sometime during August, 1951. His widow, who was 
now over a year old, appeared at first to remain in the pair 's 
original territory but during September and October she led a 
nomadic existence with a flock of immatures. 

Sometime in July or August, 1951, the female of a pair, who 
owned a territory adjoining that of the widow-to-be, also dis
appeared'. The mateless cock wandered slightly in September and 
November but did not desert his original territory. 

The first indication that these two mateless Blackbirds might 
pair and merge territories occurred on November 18th when the 
male was involved in a border conflict on the border between the 
widow's territory and that of another pair. He was not seen again 
in her territory for some time but on November 26th and December 
2nd she was seen in his. Finally on December 5th the male tolerated 
the female in his territory. However on this date and again on 
December 8th the female retreated before the male although on 
the latter date he also retreated before her. On December 14th the 
male chased the female off some food but continued to allow her 
to inhabit his territory. During January and February, 1952, the 
male took over and merged the widow's territory with his own. 
The pair may thus be said to have been formed during these 
months for the male ceased to dominate the female. The pair be
came the only one observed in which the female very seldom used 
her right of dominating and chasing the male. This may well be 
related to the fact that in the spring of 1951, when both the original 
mates were alive, the male and the female frequently met and 
attacked each other in border conflicts. 

7. During late November, 1951, a first-winter cock settled in a 
vacant area between two occupied territories. He was completely 
unmolested and first sang loudly in his territory on February 19th, 
1952. He enlarged his territory by taking over a small area from 
another pair during late February. 

He chased, but did not expel, an immature female who retreated 
from him in his territory on March xst. On March 5th another 
immature female did not retreat but boldly approached him in his 
territory. His reaction was to run away from her with ruffled 
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plumage. Shortly afterwards, in a border meeting, he and this 
female displayed with the pair whose ground he had annexed. The 
female of the adult pair took the initiative and forced the im
mature male to flee before her. After a few minutes she also 
attacked the immature female but the latter fought back and a 
furious battle developed. The eventual result was the defeat of the 
adult female and the departure of herself and her mate from the 
area. 

This event almost certainly speeded up the pairing of the two 
immatures for, shortly after the adults had gone, the male spent 
most of his time singing over and guarding the female. 

SUMMARY. 

I . The territorial behaviour of a small population of Blackbirds 
in about 5^ acres of a suburban district is described. 

2. Territories, of average size about one acre, are held through
out the year by resident pairs. 

3 . The pairs completely defend their territories only during the 
breeding season. Each member of the pair expels trespassers. 

4. In winter immature birds are present in the territories and 
many stake sub-territories. The majority disappear in March. 

5. The pair-formations observed are recorded. Pairs appear to 
be formed in isolation and not at communal gatherings. 

6. Wi th one exception immature pairs were all formed in March. 
Of three cocks who lost their mates in the months of July or 
August, two accepted immatures as mates and the third paired 
with a widowed adult. In all cases the pair was not formed until 
the following January or February. 
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