
I3Rl!XDING HAR LTS O F  S T A R ~ I  INGS. 

By HORNBY SCI-IOOL, CANTERBURY. 

Breeding Starlings (Sturnus vulgaris) have been under ol~servation 
i;y the  pupils of ITor~~hy-  School, Canterbury. Obser\.ation was assisted 
hy n1e:ms of a periscope. During September and October the  birds \rere 
seen constantly visiting the  ncst site, ihough l i t t le quarrelling took place. 
011 October IS, 1044, a starl ing was si t t ing on four eggs. 

Nes t  morning, a t  S o'clock, the  box enclosiug the  nest was turned 
round oncc to bring the  nest into full  view of the periscope. The north- 
west corner now became the  south-west corner. The bird had been away 
k r  a morning stretch a t  th is  time. I 'ts return was watched fro111 n 
distance, out of sight. The bird landed oil the  step outside the  e n t r a ~ ~ c c  
hole, froin nh ich  i t  could cori~nlarlcl a vie\\ of the inside nest. As f a r  
:S a. ,bird can espres,s a feeling by outer actions i t  sho~ved .a kind 01 
frozen awe. Si t t ing  perfectly still where i t  had landed, i t  turiied i t s  
head smartly to looli in, then out-in, out-in, out-in, out, i n  perfect 
petrified astonishn~ent.  I t  sa t  there fo r  four minutes by the  watch 
uttering a single cry a t  intervals of "J i t !  Jit!", as  though the puzzle 
c:oulil not be solved. Then i t  flew to the  opposite building to  look a t  
the entrance from a distance. It then returned to  the step, ~ n t ~ e r e d ,  but 
turned round imnledi:ttely, as  i t s  yellow ,beak could bc seen just inside 
the entraucc. LII a short t ime i t  came half out with i t s  tai l  and body 
inside. Af ter  much hestitation i t  settled down on the nest, hut was 
iioubly sensiti\.c from then on, conling off a t  the  slightest sound of a. 
Lootfall on the  asphalt  outside. 80 the  bird sa t  under ' ' jumpy con- 
~i i t ions  as the  chiltlren n-ere eonstnntly p:lssing except in the  actual  
school hours. 

This nest was unsuccessful, a weak chick, which hatched on Novem- 
ber 1, dicd mltl n n s  found on the asphalt  thc nes t  day, while the  
l en~a in ing  eggs disnppeared ~ T T O  days later. Then comn~enced a contest 
niuong three pairs of starlings ns to 1~11ich should own the  nest. The 
cock bird of the first pair  w:~s kept  very busily cnlployed keepiug out 
a11 ne\\~corners. The opposing hen l ~ i r d s  seenled to give him niost trouble, 
as  they would t ry  persistently to take  possession of the  nest. 

Novem~l~cr 5.-Through the  periscope two cock birtls 1Tel.e seen to 
be fighting so fiercely t ha t  they werc easily caught in one 1l:~ndfuI. Even 
then they fought each other if allor~ecl. They were niarked. When 

,liberated, olie flew right away but  t he  othcr sett,lccl on the  school. 
After t ha t  :l11 coulpetition ceased and two hirds seemed to ta'ke U ~ J  

residence. One n.as .seen. to si t  deep in the nest :ri~d, vigorously kick out 
i ts  legs back\v:lrds ns a duck does when swimn;ing. This deepened thc 
nest and rounded i t .  Laying corulnenced a s  follows:-November 10, I 
egg; Nov. 11, 3 eggs; N6v. 12, 5 cggs; Nov. 13, G eggs. (One bird began 

.to si t  about this tiule, but  another was about outside.) 'NOV. 14, 7 eggs; 
Nov. 15, S eggs. B p  this time i t  wns quite obvious tha t  t ~ o  hen birds 
Tvere laying in the same nest while no cock :birds wcre seen singing on 
the roof outside.' Since the cttpturc and marking of the cock l.)irds,'they 
seemed to  have left  the  vicinity. Judging by their  activities on the  
days preceding t l l e i ~  capture their  duty must have been to  1rce.p guard 



over the  nest to prevent others than their own mates from entering. The 
two hens remaining must have taken dual possession, with no apparent 
r~uarrell ing between them, though one seemed to  h e  the ruler. As one 
was seen to  be  si t t ing almost contiriuously since November 13, the other 
must h a r e  slipped in during the  former's absence to go on laying af ter  
the first had finished. The si t t ing bird hail some difficulty in covering 
all the eggs and frequently she n-ould take  up a l ~ e t t e r  position, working 
herself dom-n :nnong them. She still rernainetl very sensitive, flying olr 
a t  the  slightest noise outside. 

On November 21 another egg was laid, making :L total ol' 9. On 
Nove~nher  25 two chicks hatched (13 days), and on November 26, two 
nlore. Feeding began tha t  day. She would fecd two a l ~ d  then nestle 
down on all for  five minutes, when she would be off for more food. On 
November 2'7 a t  least five c l~ i ck~s  were seeli. Feed i~ lg  now went on 
regularly wliilc t he  children from all classes watched the  process. 011 

November 28 the  children reported tha t  two birds were sharing in tho 
feeding. This was later verified. A's no nlarlied male birds had been 
seen since Novc~nber  5 ,  the  two must be hens, which together laid the 
final count of nine eggs. Whether the  m a r n ~ t h  of the chicks would be 
sufficient to hatch the  reniaining eggs (laid over a period of nine days) 
hat1 ye t  to be seen. That  both birtls were females seerned certitin owing 
to their cries, at t i tude and lack of any song. They both seerned to  bring 
food about the sanle time, one waiting for  the  other to  come out, not, 
as would be expected, a t  al ternate intervals. On Noveniher 29, two 
Form 11. children watched the  feeding process for  45 minutes tl1roug11 
the  periscope. I n  t ha t  period the young were fed 16 times, an average 
of one feeding every three minutes. On Nove11111er 30 tlie unh:~tched 
eggs had disappeared. 

On Dcceml~er 5 a t  7 am., a great  npsct xms noticed among t ~ ~ e  birds 
in the vicinity of tlie nest. The rnorning was grey and overcast. 
Investigation showed a l i t t le Owl. (Athene noctun) perched a few yards 
fro111 the  entrance of the nest. I t  allowed itself to be closely approached 
before flying away, closely  nobb bed by all the starlings in the vicinity. 
After tha t  the parent birds refused to enter the nest, though they were 
carrying food. They cdnstnntjy exme near, peered in a t  the  entrance, 
h u t  flew away again, calling out loudly in distress or in warning. An 
iuvestigation of the nest disclosed tha t  there were only three young ones 
remaining. These seemed scared, not calling aloud for  food a t  the 
slightest noise a s  n-as usual. The parents refused to enter again for  
sonic time. At  this stage i t  xi 's  only a nlxtter of conjecture whether tlie 
6\71 had rol~bcd the  nest or not, but circumstantial evidence secnied 
against i t .  

At  4 p.ni. on the  same day the owl was again si t t ing on the  fence 
close to  the  nest. Again all the surrourlding birds r e r e  in an  uproar. 
After ,being chased away, the owl returned repeatedly till dusk, when 
x i n  was fall ing heavily. Each time the parent starlings nmle  a great  
din, si t t ing often a foot or two on either side of the owl When i t  flew 
away, they were scared to  enter the nest. They IT-ould peer in a t  all 
angles before again commencing feeding. Tha t  night a t r ap  was set, At 
5 o'clock nes t  niorning the  owl's presence was indicated by much 



commotion, as  before. The owl had viiitetl the nest but the t r ap  had 
failed. Near the  entrance blood was seen, vzhile one more f a t  nestling 
was gone. On the  nes t  night, when the  t rap  was again set, t h e  owl 
again entered. The two reniaining chicks were pulled to the  outer edge 
of the nest, being Id led ,  one with two claw holes in the upper par t  of 
the  head, while the other o n e 3  head had been crushed as  though by 
the  owl's beak. The t rap  again failed. Af ter  this, the  starlings left  the 
surroundings. No birds had approached the nest site this summer (up 
to  the  end of January,  1945). 

REACTTON O F  8hlALL BIRDS TO T.,ITTLE O1WL.-Small birds, 
especially ,blacbbirds (Turdus n~eruln)  a r c  excessively annoyed by the  
presence of t he  L'ittlc O,wl (b t l iene .noctua) .  The  blackbird,^ approach 
to within a few fee t  or hop round 011 the grountl, uttering piercing cries. 
On several occasions a blackl~ird has l xen  seen to snToop a t  an  owl, 
dislodging i t  from i t s  perch. No J-oilng birds have been seen in  the  
1944 season where usually there a r e  plenty. T'lie o~v l s  have a nest high 
~ ! p  in a.shingle pit  across the road. They have been seen flying along 
the trees f rom pole to pole, listening for the sclucaking of young birds in 
their nests. Two nests of hcdge sparrovs  (Prunclla modularis) in a 
macrocarpa hedge close to  a house were robhcd in one afternoon. The 
adult  hedge-sparrows were hcard uttcring plaintive notes.-Hornby 
School, Canterbury. 

Photo :  A. S. TVilkinson. 

WHITE-PRONTED TERN (Sterna str iata) settling on nest, 
Kapi t i  Island. 


