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In 1968 I had the opportunity of observing the behaviour of some 
Robins Erithacus rubecula which had been hand-reared after accidents 
had destroyed their nests. The behaviour of two young that had been 
reared together appeared quite normal, but in one instance a 
solitary bird had been reared in isolation. This bird showed the 
fixation on humans typical of individuals in such circumstances, but 
also appeared to recognise other Robins for what they were and to 
treat people and Robins alike. In the later summer, at a period when 
Robin territorial behaviour begins to re-assert itself strongly, the 
bird became very aggressive to trespassers and it was possible to 
observe some of its behaviour at very close quarters. 

When allowed to occupy the greater part of a greenhouse 5 metres 
by 2 \ metres, it took this as a territory. Anyone approaching and 
entering was greeted with the sleeked, bill-up threat posture (fig. 1, 
left). The bird stood very upright, with plumage smoothed down, 
head and neck extended upwards, and bill tilted up at a sharp 
angle. It faced the intruder in this posture, showing an elongated 
red triangle of breast and throat. It was silent, or uttered just an 
occasional squeaking note. 

This posture was held only briefly and was followed by direct 
attack. The Robin usually flew at humans and struck at the face, 
around the eyes. A second focus of attack was the hands. Birds kept 
in aviaries and cages often show strong reactions to hands, since 
these are the things which may pursue and seize them. On one 
occasion the Robin was on the ground when someone entered; 
it showed the upright sleeked posture about a metre away in front of 
her and then proceeded to attack her, working upwards from the 
feet, fluttering and pecking. 

On occasions when it was confined to a large cage, or put into a 
smaller enclosure one metre by two within the greenhouse, it showed 
a different posture (fig. 1, right). When approached, it held its body 
more horizontally with the head raised a little and the tail cocked. 
The body feathering was fluffed, making it appear larger, and the 
head in particular looked larger and fuller, while the feathers of the 
hind-crown were also ruffled at times. The breast feathers were 
fluffed and the bill slightly raised, making the red plumage more 
conspicuous, while the feathers of the throat and the area just below 
it were raised, giving a 'bearded' appearance. This posture was 
usually accompanied by rather strangled song-phrases, during which 
the throat feathers were usually strongly ruffled, appearing to 
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Fig. I. Two attitudes adopted by hand-reared Robin Erithacus rubecula in defence 
of territory: left, sleeked, bill-up threat posture; right, fluffed, throat-ruffled 

warning posture (see text) 

'bristle out' and showing the dark bases. I t tended to be more 
laterally aligned than the sleeked posture, and there was occasionally 
some lateral pivoting. The context in which this posture occurred in 
relation to human intruders and to other Robins inside and outside 
the greenhouse suggests that it is one of thwarted or inhibited attack. 
I think it is significant that it was not followed by direct attack; 
and features such as the fluffing of the plumage, lateral alignment 
and pivoting suggest a compromise between attacking and fleeing 
postures. 

Photographs of both types of posture were included in David 
Lack's The Life of the Robin (1943) as threat or attack postures, and 
plate 21 in volume 64 of British Birds (1971) shows an interesting 
variation of the second, in which the Robin is much more upright. 
While the adoption of the second posture under captive conditions 
could be ascribed to thwarting of attack due to confinement, its 
occurrence under natural conditions confirms that, at least at times, 
the thwarting must result from psychological inhibitions instead of 
a physical barrier. 

Although an aroused bird could presumably switch from one of 
the postures to the other, the two do seem to convey distinct signals. 
The sleeked, bill-up posture appears to indicate an intention of 
immediate attack, and the recipient of the signal can only flee or 
fight. The fluffed, throat-ruffled, ambivalent posture is a warning of 
probable attack if the intruder continues to advance, rather than an 
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indication of immediate action, and could therefore have a function 
in situations, such as the defining and patrolling of territorial 
boundaries, where apparent threat is needed but where actual 
conflict is wasteful. 
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