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Plates 1-8 

The Siberian Jay Perisoreus infaustus is a bird of the great belt of 
coniferous forest which stretches from Scandinavia east through 
northern Russia and right across Siberia. It breeds in Norway, Sweden 
and Finland from Lapland south roughly to 61°N (Lovenskiold 1947, 
Curry-Lindahl 1963, Merikallio 1958) with only occasional wanderings 
south of this line to the level of southern Norway, but in the Soviet 
Union it follows the more southerly spread of the conifers (Dementiev 
and Gladkov 1951-54). In European Russia it extends down to the 
region of Moscow and the southern Urals, and in Asia it breeds south 
to the Altai, northern Mongolia and probably north-east Manchuria, 
east to Anadyr, the Sea of Okhotsk, Sakhalin and Ussuriland (Vaurie 
1959). In the north it nests up to the conifer limit and also occurs in 
areas of mountain birch Be tula tortuosa where Ekmau (1944) said that 
it was not known to breed, though Blair (1936) found it 'nesting in 
both birch woods and pine forests' in the Syd Varanger. Most records 
from the birch are probably casual visitors from the conifers near-by. 
It is replaced in the mountains of China from central Sinkiang to 
northern Szechwan by the related Szechwan Grey Jay P. internigrans 
(Vaurie 1959), while a third species, the Canada Jay P. canadensis, 
occupies similar conifer habitats in North America from Alaska, 
Mackenzie and Labrador south to Oregon, Arizona, New Mexico, 
Minnesota and northern New York (Bent 1946). 

In size, the Siberian Jay is rather smaller than the Jay Garrulus 
glandarius, a dusky, grey-brown bird with a darker head (clearly shown 
in these plates), generally blending well with the gloom of the forest 
and very difficult to pick out when at rest. The primary coverts and the 
bases of the primaries are more brightly coloured in rusty red, the 
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outer tail-feathers redder still and softened by the grey central pair. 
When it takes flight or spreads its tail there is a vivid flash of colour. 
Without luck, one may spend a lot of time in suitable forest and never 
catch so much as a glimpse of a Siberian Jay, but when eventually seen 
it makes off through the trees with a silent, gliding flight and shows no 
sign of fear. It will, in fact, often approach an intruder to perch and 
watch inquisitively from a few metres' distance before moving on 
quite unconcernedly in its search for food. Usually it is family parties 
which are met in this way. Their short flights can often be followed 
without disturbing the party, but it is also quite easy to lose touch with 
them in thick forest where they tend to disappear quickly. 

Siberian Jays are markedly sedentary and, once paired, hold the 
same territory for life. In my 20 years' study of the species (Blomgren 
1964) I have been able to prove this several times, and one ringed 
female was controlled for twelve years at all seasons in the same terri
tory. The size of the territory is about 1 1/2 square kilometres, the same 
basic area tending to be slightly enlarged in autumn and winter. It 
is still not known how far the young birds move away from their 
parents' territory. The forest is the true home of the Siberian Jay, and 
it is rarely seen in more open country. It flies hurriedly through 
clearings but will at times hunt for insects in tussocks on marshy 
ground, though always close to the forest edge. In Scandinavia the 
territory normally includes several small areas of different species of 
conifer from pure Scots pine Pinus sylvestris to the dense dwarf Norway 
spruce Picea abies on wettish ground. In certain cases the habitat may 
be less varied in character, and when occupying sparse pines on open 
heath the birds are much easier to observe than in spruce forest. 

At one time, forestry workers used regular daily lunch places out in 
the winter woods; Siberian Jays would visit these spots several times 
in a day to eat the scraps often left freely for them. In this way, indi-
viduals may become tame enough to take food from the hand, though 
this is far from common. Even casual visitors to the forest can meet the 
birds in similar circumstances round a lunch fire, but contact is more 
certain at an established place where food may be had every day. Food 
scraps are picked up quite without fear a metre away from a forester 
(plate 1) and anything not eaten on the spot is carried away and hidden 
in trees. There is less dependence on man in summer, when natural 
food in the form of insects is more easily available. In autumn and 
winter berries of several sorts, mainly bilberry Vaccinium myrtillus and 
cowberry V. vitis-idaea, are important. Occasionally eggs of small birds, 
snails, slugs, small rodents and other small animals are also eaten. 

The commonest calls of the Siberian Jay are a loud scream and a 
mewing resembling that of a buzzard Buteo sp, both notes which are 
very like those of the Jay, but various other sounds are also uttered. 
These are mostly quiet contact calls between the sexes, and when 
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feeding at the nest. Imitations of bird neighbours are often heard. 
In the main, though, Siberian Jays are rather silent and seldom attract 
attention by their calls. The song is also quiet, consisting of a series 
of varied notes, and the tendency to imitate other birds gives an air of 
improvisation. As the birds pair for life and pairs are widely separated 
in the forest, territorial disputes are rare. Song thus serves no purpose 
in holding territory and is primarily used to synchronise the breeding 
condition of the pair. 

Like the Raven Corvus corax and the Crossbill Loxia curvirostra, the 
Siberian Jay is a very early breeder, and nest building begins in winter. 
Signs of display may be seen anywhere in the territory by February, 
but normally it first takes place in March in connection with building. 
The display is very active, the male making a series of excited hops, 
bows and turns in front of the female. The whole performance takes 
place in the canopy and ends with the male flying away with a peculiar 
swooping flight. 

Nest building starts in earnest late in March, and so in the depth of 
winter. The nest may be in pine or spruce (plate 3), though the latter 
is the favourite site and, of the 5 5 nests I have found, 47 were in spruces 
and eight in pines. A pair may use both types of tree in different years. 
The height above ground varies with the tree selected, as high as 
13 metres in pine but averaging about four metres in spruce. The 
framework of the nest is a loose cup of dry twigs, broken off trees by 
the birds. The interstices are partly filled with flakes of birch bark, and 
sometimes pine bark. The lining is of beard lichen, and finally feathers 
(plate 4a), some of which are collected and hidden in trees before 
building begins. Reindeer hair is also used if available. The lichen and 
feathers or hair combine to form the thick layer of insulation so 
necessary in view of the low temperatures experienced during the 
incubation period. The nest is about 20 cm in diameter, with some 
twigs projecting further, and in spite of its size is surprisingly well 
hidden in the branches and lichens. The time taken to build may vary 
considerably, but on average is about three weeks. Both sexes collect 
material, but only the female does the actual building work. 

Four eggs are normally laid, in mid-April; clutches of three occur 
and, rarely, five. The eggs are rather similar in colour to those of 
Magpies Pica pica, but a little smaller. They are laid at intervals of 
24 hours, covered from the first by the female and incubation proper 
beginning with the third. 

The female sits very tightly from the start of incubation, and it is 
possible to climb up to the nest and stroke her back. Some will allow 
themselves to be lifted off the nest and replaced after the eggs have been 
counted. This close contact with an incubating bird must be one of the 
most surprising and charming experiences an ornithologist can have. 
Incubation is solely by the female and she is fed on or near t 
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the male (plate 5). The male is rather retiring at this, the quietest 
period of the yearly cycle, and when not searching for food he spends 
much of his time perching motionless in a tree. It may well snow during 
the incubation period, and I have known a heavy snowfall on the days 
the eggs were due to hatch. When I went to check, both female and 
nest were covered with snow, but in spite of this the eggs hatched 
successfully. The incubation period is 19 days, but the female must 
cover the delicate, naked young for a long time after hatching. The male 
provides almost all of the food for the first week, the female taking 
an increasing share of the work as the young become feathered. 
Towards the end of the fledging period the young are not covered at 
all, even at night, since the May temperatures are much more favourable, 
even in the arctic spruce forests. 

The young are fed mainly on insect larvae collected and stored in the 
throat pouch by the adults during hour-long forays within the terri-
tory; the food is brought up at the nest in a semi-digested state (plate 
7b). The young stay in the nest for 21-24 days and leave its immediate 
vicinity a few days later. The adults continue to feed them, and they 
remain as a family through the summer, autumn and winter. In late 
winter many young move to new areas, but some may stay in the 
family territory far into the following breeding season. The adults 
tolerate their presence there, but drive them away from the nest site 
itself. They eventually disappear, but nothing is known of how far 
they move away. 

In the autumn, Siberian Jays are busy collecting and storing food 
for the winter. This consists largely of berries which are hidden 
behind loose bark and in the hanging fronds of beard lichen in the 
trees. These small food-hoards are well scattered throughout the 
territory, and this behaviour is undoubtedly the reason for the birds' 
sedentary habits. 

In conclusion, I am grateful to Henry Bunce for translating this text 
from my Swedish. 
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