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From 20th to 29th June 1974, a male Firecrest Regulus ignicapillus 
was seen regularly, singing strongly but evidently without a mate, 
in a wood in east Suffolk. The area had not been visited for some 
time before 20th June, so that it is not known how long he had been 
present. The wood covers some 10 ha and is mainly deciduous, com
prised of oaks Quercus robur, sycamores Acer pseudoplatanus, and 
silver birches Betula pendula; there is also, however, a scatter of 
European larches Larix decidua and Scots pines Pinus sylvestris, with 
an occasional Norway spruce Picea abies. Apart from the silver 
birches, most are mature trees. 

The Firecrest sang usually from any one of about a dozen Scots 
pines scattered over half to three-quarters of a hectare. There was 
also a single Norway spruce some 18-20 metres high in this area, 
which was sometimes used as a song post, but the bird showed no 
preference for it over the Scots pines. He fed mainly in the surround
ing deciduous trees, but was never heard to sing from them. The 
possibility of an incubating female was considered, but, as the male 
showed no preference for any particular tree, this was thought 
unlikely. 

Then, on 30th June, G. J . Jobson saw the Firecrest with another 
Regulus in the Norway spruce and, later that day, D. J. Pearson and 
J. G. Rolfe watched this second bird carrying a feather in the same 
tree. No one obtained good views of it, but, not unnaturally, all 
assumed that it was a female Firecrest. On 1st and 2nd July, I 
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watched numerous visits by the female carrying material, and 
located the nest site in a hanging spray 12 metres or more up in the 
spruce. On every visit, she was accompanied by the male Firecrest, 
who sang while she built. Clear views were obtained of both birds 
on many occasions, but I could only conclude that the female had 
the poorest markings of any Firecrest I had ever seen, with no sign 
of an eye stripe. Viewing from below, however, with the birds high 
above my head, was very difficult and I still assumed that she was 
also a Firecrest. 

On 3rd July, the male was singing strongly in the spruce, but the 
female was not observed; presumably the nest had been completed. 
From then until 23rd July, she was seen only occasionally, as was 
to be expected during incubation. The male at first continued 
singing strongly, and always from the nest tree, but his output 
began to weaken noticeably in both frequency and duration from 
6th July, until on the 9th he was singing very little. No song was 
heard after that date—only the occasional call. On 23rd July, 
both were seen taking food into the nest and, then and subsequently, 
it was possible to obtain more satisfactory views of the female. All 
the observers concerned (who are listed in the acknowledgments on 
page 450) were satisfied that she was a Goldcrest R. regulus. 

The behaviour of the adults when feeding the nestlings calls for 
comment on only one point. The female was much the more timid 
in her approach to the nest, moving cautiously from bough to bough 
until she disappeared into the spray where the nest was situated. 
In contrast, the male almost invariably flew straight in boldly. 
Likewise, if both coincided in their arrival, she always held back to 
allow him through, even if she had arrived first and was on the 
approach to the nest. The clear impression received was that the 
Firecrest was dominant, although whether this difference in be
haviour was sexual or specific is not known. 

On 9th August, two or three young were seen out of the nest; 
they wing-flapped for a few minutes before returning to it. On 
10th August, D. R. Moore and I saw at least five young huddled 
together under the canopy beneath the nest. Both the male Fire
crest and the female Goldcrest were watched feeding them. Although 
a telescope was used on the young, it was not possible to discern 
their head markings, but it is doubtful whether eye stripes, if present, 
would have been visible under the dark canopy. By that evening, 
there was no sign of any of the birds in the tree and they were not 
seen again. 

DISCUSSION 

The evidence indicates hybridisation between a Firecrest and a 
Goldcrest, but there appears to be no previous record of this 
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(L. A. Batten in litt.). Voous (i960) stated that in Europe these 
two Regulus behave as siblings (closely related species that are 
reproductively isolated, thus able to inhabit the same area without 
interbreeding). The standard work on bird hybrids (Gray 1958) 
contains no reference to them, though it does cite Ackermann (1898) 
and Cockrum (1952) for evidence of hybridisation between two 
North American members of the same genus, the Ruby-crowned 
Kinglet R. calendula and the Golden-crowned Kinglet R, satrapa. It is 
necessary, therefore, to consider whether any other hypothesis 
would fit the facts. 

Kenneth Williamson (in litt.) has suggested that the Goldcrest 
could conceivably have laid eggs already fertilised by a male 
Goldcrest which then died, leaving her in a physiologically repro
ductive state in which she was taken over by the unmated male 
Firecrest. This, however, seems rather unlikely. Many passerines, 
perhaps most, do not copulate until nest building has at least begun 
and often been completed. This is true of, for example, Marsh Tits 
Parus palustris (Morley 1949), Robins Erithacus rubecula (Lack 1943), 
Reed Warblers Acrocephalus scirpaceus (Brown and Davies 1949), 
Graceful Warblers Prinia gracilis (Simmons 1954), Hawfinches 
Coccothraustes coccothraustes (Mountfort 1956), Canaries Serinus 
canarius (Hinde 1955) and Chaffinches Fringilla coelebs (Newton 
1972). If it applies also to Goldcrests, then this particular female, 
assuming that she had previously been fertilised by a male Gold
crest who subsequently died, must have already started or even 
completed a nest in some other part of the wood and then been 
attracted into the territory of the male Firecrest, where she built a 
second nest. 

At the time when the male Firecrest was in full song, Gold-
crests were singing strongly in other parts of the wood: this was 
presumably between first and second broods, for their singing ceased 
at approximately the same time as did that of the Firecrest, and so 
there is also the possibility of the female switching to a new mate 
between broods, but otherwise the same objections apply. It should 
be added that no Goldcrest was ever heard singing in the Firecrest's 
territory and the only occasion on which the species was seen there 
was when several, thought to be juveniles, spent a few minutes 
feeding in the nest tree. 

It is well known that unmated males and other non-breeding birds 
will sometimes help with the feeding of nestlings of their own or 
another species, but in this case the Firecrest behaved as the true 
male parent, from nest building right through incubation to the 
fledging of the young. Thus, it seems clear that a pair was formed, 
though, even if copulation had been seen, it would not have proved 
successful hybridisation. I have suggested above that mating, if it 
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occurred, had probably taken place between the Firecrest and the 
Goldcrest during or immediately after nest building; but, since 
there is no way of telling which copulation actually achieves fertili
sation of the female, it would not have disproved the possibility of 
the female having already been fertilised by a male of her own 
species, as discussed above. The only absolute proof of hybridisation 
would therefore have been by the offspring showing some character
istics of the Firecrest; unfortunately, it was impossible to ascertain 
whether or not this was so. Nevertheless, hybridisation seems much 
the most likely interpretation of the facts. 

Firecrests were first proved to have bred in England in 1962, 
when a nest was found in the New Forest, Hampshire, after a 
number of singing males had been seen there in that year and the 
previous one (Adams 1966). The New Forest population reached a 
peak of 27 singing males in 1969, and from 1968 there were obser
vations of a few in other counties (Batten 1971). By 1972, as many 
as 43 males were found singing or holding territories in six English 
counties north and west to Lancashire (Batten 1973). This coloni
sation of England corresponds with a considerable spread on adjacent 
parts of the Continent, affecting France, Belgium, the Netherlands, 
Denmark and north Germany, while in Czechoslovakia the species 
has become more numerous than the Goldcrest (Batten 1973). 

In such conditions of spread, it is likely that male Firecrests will 
find themselves in new areas without mates and then hybridisation 
may well occur occasionally. Unfortunately, while the singing male 
Firecrest may be relatively easy to locate and identify, the females 
of both species are often hard to watch in the dense cover of conifers. 
Difficult as the pair in Suffolk were to see, they were at least in a 
single, slightly isolated spruce. Careful observation would clearly 
be necessary to eliminate the possibility of hybridisation in the more 
typical habitats of a solid row of conifers or a continuous plantation. 
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SUMMARY 
In 1974, in an east Suffolk wood, a male Firecrest Regulus ignicapillus and a female 
Goldcrest R. regulus reared at least five young to fledging. Although absolute 
proof of hybridisation was not obtained, the evidence for this was very strong; 
other possibilities are discussed. Apparently there is no previous record of hybrid
isation between these sibling species, but, widi the spread of the Firecrest into areas 
previously occupied only by Goldcrests, it is suggested that the possibility of further 
such cases should be borne in mind. 



Firecrest x Goldcrest hybridisation 45 * 

REFERENCES 
ACKERMANN, K. 1898. Thierbastarde. Zusammmsttllxmg der bisherigen Beobachtungen 

tiber Bastardirung im Thierreiche nebst Litteratumachweisen. II Thai: Die Wirbelthiere. 
Kassel. 

ADAMS, M. C. 1966. 'Firecrests breeding in Hampshire'. Brit. Birds, 59: 240-246. 
BATTEN, L. A. 1971. 'Firecrests breeding in Buckinghamshire'. Brit. Birds, 64: 

473-475-
1973. "The colonisation of England by the Firecrest'. Brit. Birds, 66: 159-166. 

BROWN, P. E., and DAVIES, M. G. 1949. Reed Warblers. East Molesey. 
COCKRUM, E. L. 1952. 'A check-list and bibliography of hybrid birds in North 

America north of Mexico*. Wilson Bull., 64: 140-159. 
GRAY, A. P. 1958. Bird Hybrids. Commonwealth Agricultural Bureaux, Farnham 

Royal. 
HINDE, R. A. 1955. 'A comparative study of the courtship of certain finches 

(Fringillidae)'. Ibis, 97: 706-745 (718). 
LACK, D. 1943. The Life of the Robin. London. 
MORLEY, A. 1949. 'Observations on courtship-feeding and coition of the Marsh 

Tit'. Brit. Birds, 42: 233-239 (234). 
MOUNTFORT, G. 1956. 'The territorial behaviour of the Hawfinch Coccothraustes 

coccothraustes'. Ibis, 98: 490-495 (492). 
NEWTON, I. 1972. Finches. London. 
SIMMONS, K. E. L. 1954. 'The behaviour and general biology of the Graceful 

Warbler Prinia gracilis'. Ibis, 96: 262-292 (275). 
Voous, K. H. i960. Atlas of European Birds. London. 

F. K. Cobb, Martins, Eastbridge, Leiston, Suffolk 


	Apparent hybridisation of Firecrest and Goldcrest
	Discussion
	Acknowledgements
	Summary
	References




