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ON SOME BREEDING-HABITS OF THE 
PIED FLYCATCHER. 

BY 

SIR C. VENABLES LLEWELYN, BART. 

ABOUT 25 years ago I started a few nest boxes in my garden 
at Llysdinam, Newbridge-on-Wye, Radnorshire. This garden 
is about 400 to 500 yards from the River Wye—here of an 
average width of about 45 yards—and some 150 feet above it. 
There is a more or less open wood at each end of the garden, 
with pasture fields beyond, and the trees are of some 120 years' 
growth. At first a few Tits, Redstarts and Robins occupied 
the boxes, along with one nest of Pied Flycatcher (Muscicapa 
h. hypoleuca), in the first year. The Pied Flycatchers had 
previously nested in fair numbers in trees along the river bank 
and still continue to do so. After the first year they took 
to the boxes rapidly : there were four nests in them the 
second year and with an increased number of boxes the 
number soon rose to nine; but this increase of Pied 
Flycatchers appears to have the effect of driving away the 
Redstarts and Robins which have now almost ceased to use 
the boxes. 

During the War records were not kept and some of the boxes 
were damaged or fell; but in 1924 fresh boxes were obtained 
and have been since maintained. There is one series of 28 
to 32 boxes within a radius of about 100 yards and another 
series of four boxes within a radius of 30 yards, about 200 
yards from the first series. These boxes have been of various 
types ; but all with a hole of i£ inch diameter and movable 
lids. They are all from 3 feet to 4 feet 6 inches above the 
ground, so that observation is simple without disturbing 
birds from the nest. I have never had any trouble from 
vermin of any sort. 

After 1924, with the increased number of boxes, the nests 
of Pied Flycatcher in them rose to as many as fifteen or six
teen in a season, and in 1931 sixteen nests produced 82 young 
birds that left the nest. The site of some of the boxes has 
been changed for various reasons from time to time and I have, 
therefore, selected twenty of the boxes for the following table, 
since they are the only ones for which I have complete records 
in precisely the same position—for the last eight years. 

Here, perhaps, I should remark that nothing is put in or 
taken out of these boxes at any time except by the birds 
themselves. 
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Table of nests in twenty permanent boxes for the years 
1926 to 1933 inclusive :— 

Pied Blue Great Coal Nut-
Box. Aspect. Tree. Light. Fly- Tit. Tit. Tit. hatch. Empty 

catcher. 

I X 
2X 

3x 

4X 

1 

2 

3 

4 
5 

6 

7 
8 
9 

1 0 

11 
12 

13 
!4 
15 

16 

N.E . 
W. 

N.N.E. 

N.N.E. 
E.S.E. 

E.N.E. 
S. 

E. 
E.S.E. 

E.N.E. 

S.E. 
E.N.E. 
E. 
S.E. 

S.S.E. 
N.E. 

E.S.E. 
S. 
S.E. 

E.N.E. 

Oak medium 
S. Chest- do. 
nut 
Wych 
Elm 

do. 
Scots 
Pine 
Spruce 

do. 

Oak 
Spruce 

Scots 
Pine 
Spruce 

do. 
Ash 
Scots 
Pine 
Ash 
Scots 
Pine 

do. 
Beech 
Scots 
Pine 
Beech 

open 

do. 
very 
open 
medium 
very 
dark 
medium 
rather 
dark 

do. 

do. 
do. 

medium 
rather 
dark 
medium 
rather 
dark 
dark 
medium 
fair 

fairly 
open 

1 
8 

2 

5 
T 

6 

— 
6 
6 

4 

1 

7 
3 
5 

2 

5 

5 
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4 

5 

1 

— 

4 

2 

7 

— 

— 
1 

1 

— 
1 

—. 
—. 

1 

— 

— 
— 
— 

2 

I 

3 — — 4 

_ 3 _ 2 

— I — 4 
I 2 

— — — 3 

Total nests in the eight years 82 20 6 4 3 45 

While it is useless to attempt to say exactly when the Pied 
Flycatchers arrive, it is certain that the first arrivals are 
cock birds ; that they disappear for a few days, perhaps a 
week, after their arrival; then cocks and hens fill the garden 
until they settle down to nesting. They find a few boxes 
already occupied by Tits ; but they generally select an empty 
box and make no attempt to interfere with these. 

Once I have seen a cock Pied Flycatcher driven away from a 
Blue Tit's nest, and once I found a dead Pied Flycatcher in a 
Blue Tit's nest. It had apparently entered the box and been 
killed by the Tits inside it. The Tits in this case incubated 
their eggs and reared a fine brood without attempting to 
remove the carcase, and I may add, incidentally, that none 
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of the species using these boxes remove dead young birds as 
a rule ; though most of them appear to remove faeces. 

The date of laying the first egg by the Pied Flycatcher is 
generally from May 14th to 18th ; but in 1914 some pairs 
began as early as May 3rd, and in 1928 on May 8th. Nearly all 
will have started within a few days after the first egg ; but 
usually one or two nests may be found freshly started a fort
night or even three weeks later than the main body. This 
is not, however, evidence of late arrivals ; it is probably 
due to first nests having been deserted for some reason. 

The number of eggs is usually from five to eight. I have 
never found more than eight, but eight is by no means a 
rare number, and it is not necessarily the earliest starter that 
achieves this full clutch. The late nests often lay only four. 
I have not seen here the rare spotted eggs of the Pied Fly
catcher ; the eggs have been normal in every case except 
the one mentioned below. The average number of eggs laid 
varies from season to season between 5 and 6.3. There is 
also a variation in the number of infertile eggs and in " infant 
mortality". In the last respect 1933 has been a very bad 
year, showing a loss of 20 per cent, of the young birds, all 
when half grown, whilst in some years hardly any of the young 
birds die in the nest. The number of infertile eggs varies 
also and 1933 has been bad in this respect too, whilst the 
number of nests was below the average of recent years and the 
number of eggs per nest was poor. The high mortality this 
year may have been due to unusual heat followed by cold 
nights ; but these conditions have not here been very ex
cessive at the date concerned. Moreover, three Blue Tits' 
nests produced thirty young and one Coal Tit's ten young in ad
joining boxes without the loss of one young bird, though it 
is probable that the Tits left the nest a few days earlier than 
the Pied Flycatchers. There seems no doubt that the supply 
of insects was short this year, and it may well be that the 
local food supply governs the number of nests, the fertility 
of the birds, and the health of the young broods. 

It is difficult to say whether the birds begin to sit as soon 
as the full clutch is laid ; but from a number of observations 
I find that from the date of the laying of the first egg to the 
date when the young birds leave the nest is about 34 to 36 
days. All the broods will have left the nest in 42 to 45 days, 
so that the late nests appear to rear their broods a little more 
rapidly than the early ones, due it would seem to the fact that 
the late clutches are always small in number. 

I have never found the cock bird incubating the eggs ; once 
only have I seen a cock in the box (after the eggs were hatched) 

u 
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but he did not appear to be attempting to brood the chicks. 
The cock shares the feeding of the young with the hen and 
is, I think, quite as active as she. At first the feeding is very 
intensive, but as the young birds grow the parents ' visits 
become less and less frequent. On the other hand the ration 
increases in size as the number of visits is reduced and in the 
later stages may include quite large caterpillars. 

The young birds seem to grow together at exactly the same 
rate and all are ready to leave the nest at the same time. 
This apparently almost always takes place in the early 
morning ; very rarely have I found some of the young flown 
from the nest and some still left in it, and only once have I 
been able to witness this first flight. On tha t occasion three 
of the birds had already left and I found three in the nest. 
A few minutes later I saw one come straight out of the 
box and fly about fifteen yards away into some long grass. 
The cock bird continued to feed the remaining two but the 
hen was not to be seen. Presently another young one flew out 
about the same distance. I put it back into the box but with
out hesitation it flew again, and an hour later the last one 
went off in the same manner. All three went in different 
directions, but soon made another short flight. I could 
see no effort on the part of the old birds to collect them ; 
but the marked absence of the hen bird and the feeding of 
those remaining in the nest by the cock only, suggests that 
the hen was attending to the three which had flown first. 
I have never been able to detect any young Pied Flycatcher 
returning to the nest after it has once left it. 

Once the birds have left the nest I have never been able to 
detect their presence again—neither old nor young ; but there 
is much heavy wood and thick cover within a few hundred 
yards where they may easily remain undetected during the 
moult. Moreover, the rearing of a number of broods would 
at least have taken the cream off the food supply in the garden 
and its near vicinity. At all events after the end of June 
we see nothing more of the Pied Flycatcher till the following 
spring. 

Nothing very definite can be deduced from the table above 
as to the preference of these birds for any kind of tree or, 
indeed, of the aspect of a box. The box ought certainly 
to be placed firmly on a tree large enough to resist motion 
caused by wind and without lower branches, so that passage 
to and from the nest is open. Trees near the edge of a wood 
seem to be most favoured and an aspect with enough light. 
Direct sunlight is by no means essential and I am inclined to 
think that birds avoid boxes which get direct evening sun— 
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that is the Pied Flycatchers; for Blue Tits at all events do 
not mind the heat of even a wall facing west. 

In the table a distinct tendency to use the same box is 
evident in the case of the Tits and Nuthatch, which have, 
it must be remembered, the first choice—but no light is thrown 
upon this question as regards the Flycatchers. 

No " ringing " has been attempted to prove the return of 
the same birds ; but readers of British Birds may remember 
the case recorded in the issue for August, 1932 (Vol. XXVI., 
p. 95), where the return of a bird was shown to be probable 
by the nature of its abnormal eggs. I am now able to add 
that the same thing took place again, for the third consecutive 
season, in 1933 ; there is no doubt in the mind of those who 
saw these eggs that they were laid by the same bird in each 
of these three years. It did not lay in the same box, though 
not more than thirty yards separates the three boxes it has 
used. The box that it occupied in 1931 was vacant in 1932 
and 1933 ; but the one that it used in 1932 was probably 
taken first in 1933 by another Pied Flycatcher. However, 
it might have used the original box for both of the last two 
years; the fact that it did not goes to show that the Pied 
Flycatchers, whilst returning to the same place, do not neces
sarily adopt the same nesting spot. In 1931 and 1932 the eggs 
(obviously infertile) were taken from this bird and it was 
allowed to rear substituted eggs taken from other nests, which 
it did quite successfully. This year it laid three similar eggs 
and they were left to see what would happen, but the bird 
deserted them after sitting for a short time and did not, so far 
as could be discovered, attempt to lay again. 


