More on Robins

The European Robin, as it is now called, is well named. The centre of its
distribution is Europe - it breeds from Morocco to Norway and from the Canary
Islands to the Urals. It needs dense vegetation, with perches which overlook open
areas where it hunts its prey of beetles and many other varieties of creepy
crawlies (sorry, invertebrates). We have all seen a Robin drop from its perch a
couple of feet off the ground and grab some choice morsel which it has spotted
from its lookout.

In the rest of Europe Robins are not tame at all, not like they are in Britain. In fact s
they are really hard to see in the thick forests which they inhabit. In several
European countries we have heard Robins (the sharp “tic tic” alarm call is very
easy to identify) but we have not seen them. So it is a pleasure to watch our
garden robins here, going about their daily business with confidence.

If you have been to America or Australia you may have noticed that they also have robins. They are not
related to our Robin at all and were named by English settlers who noticed a resemblance. This is definitely
excusable in the case of Australia as their robins look a lot like ours — they have patches of red or pink, they
are the same shape and size and they can also be quite confiding. Not excusable in the case of America — their
robin is a huge great thing and is actually a big thrush which happens to have an orange breast. It is this so-
called robin which appears in Mary Poppins in a scene set in the centre of London — how could they get their
research so horribly wrong?

Male and female Robins are essentially identical and they both sing — this is quite unusual in temperate-climate
birds, but is due to the fact the females set up their own territory during winter and they then sing to defend
it. Come the spring they find a suitable male and move into his territory — he then does all the singing for both
of them. Some Robins, probably females, move away from their breeding territory in winter. On Skokholm
there are no breeding Robins but there are always a number of wintering birds. Because they were ringed on
Skokholm they can be identified as the same ones inhabiting the same bush as in previous years. One of these
birds, however, was already ringed and it had been ringed in Gateshead — so are they all Geordie birds?

Robins are renowned for fighting each other - they are very territorial and it seems to be the red breast which
sets them off. Some research was done a number of years ago and it was found that a robin would even attack
a red rag on a stick if it tried to come into his territory. Robins actually have several ways of expressing
aggression - if you see two robins leaning back, puffing out their red breasts and singing lustily, you are
watching the equivalent of two prize fighters sizing each other up. It is difficult for us to take seriously as their
high-pitched tweetling song does not sound very threatening but believe me they are deadly serious!

So please enjoy your garden robins - they are certainly very charismatic little birds.
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