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barbet chicks clearly have little 
space in their nest cavity to do 
the wing-strengthening flapping 
exercises. Instead their ‘exit strat-
egy’ took time, and seemed to 
involve a number of stages before 
the chicks left the nest and at-
tempted their first flight.

We studied the little barbet 
heads, trying to work out how 
many chicks there were inside 
the log, and decided that there 
were three. The parent birds were 
kept very busy delivering to their 
youngsters a collection of delect-
able items that we were not aware 
were grown in our neighbour-
hood. Gooseberries, mulberries, 
figs, milkwood berries, an assort-
ment of insects (especially black-
and-yellow chafer beetles), and 
gleanings from neighbours’ bird 
feeding trays (such as brown-
ish shredded apple and pieces of 
bread). With space for only one 
head in the hole, the chicks had 
to jostle for position at feeding 
time. There was quite a range of 
sizes and it was amazing how the 
parents kept them all fed and de-
veloping well. 

The chicks exited individually, 
on different days. As they devel-
oped, the chicks started to peer 
further out and look sideways. 
Small flies attracted their atten-
tion and they began to follow 
the insects’ flight with their eyes. 
Suddenly the little birds could 
coordinate well enough to reach 
forward and snap up the flies. 
They also weakly tapped their 
beaks on the side of the hole, a 
forerunner of the more rapid, 
harder tapping at the nest hole 
exit the adults do when they are 
incubating eggs and attracting the 
attention of their mate when it is 
time for a changeover.

After a few days the young 
barbets began to ex-
tend their heads out far 

enough to look straight up at the 
tree above. This active visual ex-
ploration of their environment 

increased over the next couple 
of days. Once the white feather-
ing on the youngster’s body was 
visible as it extended out of the 
hole it was a good indicator that 
‘the point of no return’ was near 
and the chick was ready to fledge. 
By this time, instead of pulling 
back into the nest-hole entrance 
when a parent approached, the 
chick stretched out to be fed. The 
feeding parent landed and leaned 
back, thereby coaxing the young 
barbet to come out even further. 
The young bird appeared to ‘at-
tack’ the parent, pecking at feath-
ers and feet in agitation. 

At this ‘about-to-topple-out’ 
stage, the fledgling extended 

In early 2015 we had double 
garden pleasure: a pair of 
Black-collared Barbets made 

use of our nesting log and Olive 
Thrushes built their cup-shaped 
nest in the lemon tree.

The Olive Thrush chicks were 
very visible and easy to observe. 
When the parents left to find 
food, the chicks actively stretched 
and flapped their wings. Fairly 
unrestricted in their open nest, 
they exercised their wings well 
before taking their first flight. 
Perched on the edge of the nest 
they increased the speed of flap-
ping until they eventually either 
lost their balance and toppled out 
or they managed to fly, somewhat 
unsteadily, to the nearest branch. 

Meanwhile, the small, red head 
of a Black-collared Barbet chick 
appeared at the entrance hole of 
the log and we watched the fur-
ther developments with great 
pleasure, contrasting them with 
those of the Olive Thrushes. The 

observations

above  The point of 
no return is reached 
for the young Black-
collared Barbet and 
the critical first flight 
attempt occurs. 

right  Unlike the 
Black-collared Barbet 
chicks, the young 
of the Olive Thrush 
have the space to 
flap and strengthen 
their wings before 
attempting their  
first flight. 

above  Sometimes 
the chick leaves the 
nest hole a little too 
prematurely. This one 
did survive. 

top  A good indicator 
that a chick is within 
a few days of its first 
flight is when it looks 
up from its nest hole. 

top, left  When a chick 
is within a day or 
two of fledging it will 
emerge halfway out 
of the nest hole as  
the parent flies in 
with food. 
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black-collared  
barbet chicks lift-off
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further out but quickly pulled 
itself back in again in ever more 
rapid succession. Suddenly the 
‘point of no return’ was reached. 
Out the bird went ‒ and then 
what? Various options present-
ed. Some birds managed a wob-
bly flight to a nearby branch, 
whereafter a waiting parent 
lured them on their first journey 
with offerings of food. Others  
exited hesitantly, and clung 
onto the edge of the nest hole, 
flapping wildly. Eventually they 
had to let go and fluttered down 
onto a nearby branch. 

The garden echoed with the 
repeated ‘carr’ calls of the parents 
to warn their offspring of dan-
gers and to entice them into tak-
ing their uncertain flights from 
tree to tree. At the end of the day, 
hopping and fluttering around 
uncertainly, the fledglings were 
gradually led back to the nest log 
accompanied by the vocal en-
couragement of their parents. 

Getting back into the nest 
log through the en-
trance hole for the first 

time was as tricky as it was to get 
out. Some chicks were luckier 
than others. The unfortunate 

ones completely missed the log, 
let alone the hole. Others peered 
into other holes in the log, and 
once even underneath the log, 
possibly hoping for an easier 
entrance.

Timing arrival at the nest en-
trance was very important and 
had to be learnt. A bird also had 
to make sure the way was clear 
before trying to enter the hole. 
A sibling could bar entrance, re-
sulting in greater difficulty for 
the youngster trying to perfect 
its entry technique. Or parents 

sometimes decided to go into 
the log to remove some faecal  
matter before the young went in. 
An eager young bird followed the 
parent into the hole, not know-
ing that the parent was clearing 
debris. Mayhem ensued with 
‘collisions’, ending in all barbets, 
including the parents, leaving 
noisily. The agitated young then 

had to attempt another re-entry. 
It appeared as if an air-traffic 
controller was needed, with five 
birds popping into and out of the 
hole. Peace finally reigned when 
a parent occupied the hole, head 
pointing outwards, thereby con-
fining the young barbets inside 
for the night.

It was a wonderful experience 
observing these early vital steps 
in the lives of young birds and 
our nesting log has been a very 
worthwhile addition to our gar-
den bird enjoyment. 

above  For some chicks, 
the first flight ends on 
a good landing strip 
not far from the nest 
hole. From there they 
hop from branch to 
branch, encouraged by 
their parents.

right  Learning the 
timing of re-entry 
after the first day out 
can be a problem. Here 
a parent was cleaning 
the nest and its three 
chicks decided to re-
turn at the same time, 
with chaos ensuing. 
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