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About the Jackdaw

Measuring 34–39 centimetres (13–15 in) in length, the jackdaw is a 
medium sized bird with blackish plumaged identified from other corvids 
with a grey nape and distinctive pale grey-blue irises. .  In terms of the 
origin of the name,  ‘daw’ is an English word first recorded in the 15th 
century and refered to in Shakespeare. They only have one brood of 
4-5 eggs which take 20 days to incubate fledging around 33 days. Their 
diet is composed mostly of invertibrates although they do have wide a 
varied diet which included seed fruit and small vertibrates. Whilst their 
maximum age from ringing records is 18 years 26 days (set in 2017) 
their typical lifespan is only 5 years with breeding typically at 2 years.

They pair for life, share food and when the male announces his arrival 
at the nest the female responds with a softer but longer reply.  From the 
1930s, the Austrian ornithologist Konrad Lorenz, discovered a strict 
social hierarchy in jackdaw groups. Unpaired females sadly rank lowest 
in the hierarchy and are last to have access to food also liable to be 
pecked by others, but, when a female is selected as a mate, she assumes 
the same rank as her partner and is accepted as such by all others in the 
group.

There is a fascinating study of Jackdaws in Cornwall and you can find 
out more information here https://guillmcivor.wordpress.com/research/
cornish-jackdaw-project. I have had the pleasure of caring for a few 
juvenile Jackdaws, who I think are still around (difficult to say without 
id tags etc) I have a small flock visit my feeders, they always fascinate 
me, so talkative and busy, they always seem to have a cheerful manner 
about them… 

In Ancient Greek folklore, a jackdaw can be caught with a dish of oil. 
As its a narcissistic creature and it falls in while looking at its own 
reflection. 

There is an ancient Greek adage that “The swans will sing when the 
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jackdaws are silent”, meaning that educated or wise people will speak 
only after the foolish have become quiet. 

In Greek mythology all corvids were all white until one told Apollo 
about his wife’s infidelity, at which point he turned the messenger’s 
feathers black.  

There is a legend among early Christians which declared that corvids 
were white and took black plumage in mourning after the Crucifixion 
except magpies, which were too busy steeling to grieve properly, so 
turned only partially black.

Folklore tells that a jackdaw on the roof may proclaim a new arrival, 
but might also be a portent of early death. In the Fens, a jackdaw 
encountered on the way to a wedding was a good omen. Ovid declared 
that the jackdaw brought rain. Aesop used it derisively in his Fables as 
a stupid bird that starved waiting for figs to ripen: living on hope, which 
the Fox says ‘feeds illusions, not the stomach’. Pliny admired it as a 
destroyer of grasshopper eggs.

Generally the Jackdaw seems to be thought of quite fondly and does 
not seem to attract quite the same persecution as other Corvids. 
However we often have unexpected encounters with them nesting in our 
chimneys or filling them with twigs only discovered in Autumn with the 
first lighting of the fire filling the room with smoke… this however like 
most unwanted wildlife encounters can be easily avoided,  capping or 
covering the chimney.  



Poetry

The Jackdaw Of Rheims

The Jackdaw sat on the Cardinal’s chair!
Bishop, and abbot, and prior were there;
Many a monk, and many a friar,
Many a knight, and many a squire,
With a great many more of lesser degree,
In sooth a goodly company;
And they served the Lord Primate on bended knee.
Never, I ween,
Was a prouder seen,
Read of in books, or dreamt of in dreams,
Than the Cardinal Lord Archbishop of Rheims!

In and out
Through the motley rout,
That little Jackdaw kept hopping about;
Here and there
Like a dog in a fair,
Over comfits and cates,
And dishes and plates,
Cowl and cope, and rochet and pall,
Mitre and crosier! he hopp’d upon all!
With saucy air,
He perch’d on the chair
Where, in state, the great Lord Cardinal sat
In the great Lord Cardinal’s great red hat;
And he peer’d in the face
Of his Lordship’s Grace,
With a satisfied look, as if he would say,
‘We two are the greatest folks here to-day!’
And the priests, with awe,
As such freaks they saw,



Said, ‘The Devil must be in that little Jackdaw!’

The feast was over, the board was clear’d,
The flawns and the custards had all disappear’d,
And six little Singing-boys dear little souls!
In nice clean faces, and nice white stoles,
Came, in order due,
Two by two,
Marching that grand refectory through!
A nice little boy held a golden ewer,
Emboss’d and fill’d with water, as pure
As any that flows between Rheims and Namur,
Which a nice little boy stood ready to catch
In a fine golden hand-basin made to match.
Two nice little boys, rather more grown,
Carried lavender-water, and eau de Cologne;
And a nice little boy had a nice cake of soap,
Worthy of washing the hands of the Pope.
One little boy more
A napkin bore,



Of the best white diaper, fringed with pink,
And a Cardinal’s Hat mark’d in ‘permanent ink.’
The great Lord Cardinal turns at the sight
Of these nice little boys dress’d all in white:
From his finger he draws
His costly turquoise;
And, not thinking at all about little Jackdaws,
Deposits it straight
By the side of his plate,
While the nice little boys on his Eminence wait;
Till, when nobody’s dreaming of any such thing,
That little Jackdaw hops off with the ring!

There’s a cry and a shout,
And a deuce of a rout,
And nobody seems to know what they’re about,
But the Monks have their pockets all turn’d inside out.
The Friars are kneeling,
And hunting, and feeling
The carpet, the floor, and the walls, and the ceiling.
The Cardinal drew
Off each plum-colour’d shoe,
And left his red stockings exposed to the view;
He peeps, and he feels
In the toes and the heels;
They turn up the dishes, they turn up the plates,
They take up the poker and poke out the grates,
They turn up the rugs,
They examine the mugs:
But, no! no such thing;
They can’t find the ring!
And the Abbott declared that, ‘when nobody twigg’d it,
Some rascal or other had popp’d in, and prigg’d it!’

The Cardinal rose with a dignified look,
He call’d for his candle, his bell, and his book!



In holy anger, and pious grief,
He solemnly cursed that rascally thief!
He cursed him at board, he cursed him in bed;
From the sole of his foot to the crown of his head;
He cursed him in sleeping, that every night
He should dream of the devil, and wake in a fright;
He cursed him in eating, he cursed him in drinking,
He cursed him in coughing, in sneezing, in winking;
He cursed him in sitting, in standing, in lying;
He cursed him in walking, in riding, in flying,
He cursed him in living, he cursed him in dying!
Never was heard such a terrible curse!
But what gave rise
To no little surprise,
Nobody seem’d one penny the worse!

The day was gone,
The night came on,
The Monks and the Friars they search’d till dawn;
When the Sacristan saw,
On crumpled claw,
Come limping a poor little lame Jackdaw!
No longer gay,
As on yesterday;
His feathers all seem’d to be turn’d the wrong way;



His pinions droop’d he could hardly stand,
His head was as bald as the palm of your hand;
His eye so dim,
So wasted each limb,
That, heedless of grammar, they all cried, ‘That’s Him!
That’s the scamp that has done this scandalous thing!
That’s the thief that has got my Lord Cardinal’s Ring!’
The poor little Jackdaw,
When the Monks he saw,
Feebly gave vent to the ghost of a caw;
And turn’d his bald head, as much as to say,
‘Pray, be so good as to walk this way!’
Slower and slower
He limp’d on before,
Till they came to the back of the belfry door,
Where the first thing they saw,
Midst the sticks and the straw,
Was the Ring in the nest of that little Jackdaw!

Then the great Lord Cardinal call’d for his book,
And off that terrible curse he took;
The mute expression
Served in lieu of confession,
And, being thus coupled with full restitution,
The Jackdaw got plenary absolution!
When those words were heard,
That poor little bird
Was so changed in a moment, ‘twas really absurd.
He grew sleek, and fat;
In addition to that,
A fresh crop of feathers came thick as a mat!
His tail waggled more
Even than before;
But no longer it wagg’d with an impudent air,
No longer he perch’d on the Cardinal’s chair.
He hopp’d now about



With a gait devout;
At Matins, at Vespers, he never was out;
And, so far from any more pilfering deeds,
He always seem’d telling the Confessor’s beads.
If any one lied, or if any one swore,
Or slumber’d in pray’r-time and happen’d to snore,
That good Jackdaw
Would give a great ‘Caw!’
As much as to say, ‘Don’t do so any more!’
While many remark’d, as his manners they saw,
That they ‘never had known such a pious Jackdaw!’
He long lived the pride
Of that country side,
And at last in the odour of sanctity died;
When, as words were too faint
His merits to paint,
The Conclave determined to make him a Saint;
And on newly-made Saints and Popes, as you know,
It’s the custom, at Rome, new names to bestow,
So they canonized him by the name of Jim Crow!



    From the Nonsense Alphabet 1

    By Edward Lear     

    J was a jackdaw
    Who hopped up and down
    In the principal street
    Of a neighboring town.





The Jackdaw

By William Cowper (1731–1800)
 
[From the Latin of Vincent Bourne]

THERE is a bird who by his coat, 
And by the hoarseness of his note, 
  Might be supposed a crow; 
A great frequenter of the church, 
Where bishop-like he finds a perch,         
  And dormitory too. 
 
Above the steeple shines a plate, 
That turns and turns, to indicate 
  From what point blows the weather; 
Look up—your brains begin to swim,         
’Tis in the clouds—that pleases him, 
  He chooses it the rather. 
 
Fond of the speculative height, 
Thither he wings his airy flight, 
  And thence securely sees         
The bustle and the raree-show 
That occupy mankind below, 
  Secure and at his ease. 
 
You think, no doubt, he sits and muses 
On future broken bones and bruises,        
  If he should chance to fall. 
No; not a single thought like that 
Employs his philosophic pate, 



  Or troubles it at all. 
 
He sees that this great roundabout,       
The world, with all its motley rout, 
  Church, army, physic, law, 
Its customs, and its businesses, 
Are no concern at all of his, 
  And says—what says he?—‘Caw.’         
 
Thrice happy bird! I too have seen 
Much of the vanities of men; 
  And sick of having seen ’em, 
Would cheerfully these limbs resign 
For such a pair of wings as thine,         
  And such a head between ’em.



From the Aberdeen bestiary, generally the Medieval accounts are a little 
confusing as they talk of graculus, Jay, Jackdaw or Chough.  Epithet 
graculus is the scientific name for the jackdaw, however the English 
word "chough" was originally an alternative onomatopoeic name for the 
jackdaw, based on its call. Pyrrhocorax graculus is the scientific name 
for a English red billed Chough, but in the text it is referred to as a Jay.

Rabanus says of the jay(or jackdaw): “it gets is name from its 
talkativeness, garrulitas (meaning chattering); not, as some would have 
it, because it fly in flocks, gregatim; clearly, they are named for the cry 
they give. It is a most talkative species of bird and makes an irritating 
noise, and can signify either the empty prattle of philosophers or the 
harmful wordiness of heretics.' More can be said of the nature of the 
jay/jackdaw. For they signify both gossips and gluttons. For those who 
devote themselves to gluttony take pleasure, after eating, in repeating 
gossip and in lending an ear to slander. The jay/jackdaw lives in the 
woods and flies chattering from one tree to another, as a talkative man 
ceaselessly tells others about his neighbours, even the shameful things 
he knows about them. When the jay/jackdaw sees someone pass, it 
chatters, and if it finds anyone hiding from the world, it does the same, 
just as a talkative man slanders not only worldly men but also those 
hidden whom a religious house conceals. Captured and finally secured, 
shut away on its own to learn to speak words clearly. Likewise, when 
a man of this world comes to conversion, he learns to speak the words 
of religion as the bird speaks the words of men; so that he who used 
to speak in a confused fashion, may thereafter grow accustomed to 
speak articulately. Sometimes it happens that a jay/jackdaw, held in 
confinement, escapes; then the bird, which was formerly talkative, 
makes even more noise after its escape. In the same way, a talkative 
man who takes up the religious life abandons with difficulty his power 
of speech; but should he quit his order and go back out into the world, 
he turns the good that comes of a religious life into something bad, by 

Medieval



uttering slander, as if he were a chattering bird. Let the nature of this 
bird, therefore, serve as a warning to those who wish to be received 
into a religious community. Let the discerning teacher, therefore, when 
he has to receive a candidate into his community, at least examine him 
before he takes up communal residence. I have learned from a man 
both discerning and devout that there are certain kinds of men who 
cannot easily be maintained in a religious order. If you want to know 
who they are, to avoid them, they are painters, doctors, entertainers 
and certain others who are in the habit of wandering to different parts. 
Men of this sort find it hard to lead stable lives. The art of the painter is 
highly agreeable. For when he has decorated a church, a chapter-house, 
a refectory or some domestic buildings of a convent, he goes on to 
another religious house, to paint that, if after being asked, he has been 
given leave to do so. He decorates a wall with the acts of Christ - but if 
only he would keep them in mind! He would deck them in colour, by 
his example and his conduct! 



Fox and the Jackdaw 

A half-famished jackdaw seated himself on a fig-tree, which had 
produced some fruit entirely out of season.  He waited and waited in the 
hope that the rest if the figs would ripen. 

A Fox seeing him sitting so long and learning the reason of his doing 
so, said to him, “You are indeed, sir, sadly deceiving yourself; you are 
indulging a hope strong enough to cheat you, but which will never 
reward you with enjoyment.”

Do not decieve yourself

Fable





The Vain Jackdaw

A Jackdaw flew over the garden of the King’s palace. There he saw 
with much wonder and envy a flock of royal Peacocks in all the glory 
of their splendid plumage.

Now the black Jackdaw was not a very handsome bird, nor very refined 
in manner. Yet he imagined that all he needed to make himself fit for 
the society of the Peacocks was a dress like theirs. So he picked up 
some castoff feathers of the Peacocks and stuck them among his own 
black plumes.

Dressed in his borrowed finery he strutted loftily among the birds of 
his own kind. Then he flew down into the garden among the Peacocks. 
But they soon saw who he was. Angry at the cheat, they flew at him, 
plucking away the borrowed feathers and also some of his own.

The poor Jackdaw returned sadly to his former companions. There 
another unpleasant surprise awaited him. They had not forgotten his 
superior airs toward them, and, to punish him, they drove him away 
with a rain of pecks and jeers.

Borrowed feathers do not make fine birds.



By Walter Crane



The  aim  of  this  project  is  to  research  a  different  bird  each 
month.  I enjoy gathering poetry, songs, facts, stories and information 
to  further  understand,  celebrate, discover  and  share  ways  in  
which  we can help them in the wild.  

More  of  my  work  can  be  found  on  my  website  including 
greetings cards, prints, printmaking, original drawings,  paintings and 
related products.

http://www.suzysharpeartist.com


What can we do to continue to protect our 
beautiful world and its inhabitants? 

1. Join conservation groups
2. Support Charities who protect habitat and wildlife
3. Encourage good practice in Fishing, Farming and Land management
4. Vote with your purse, dont support bad practice in anything.
5. Sign petitions to protect Birds and habitat
6. Share your love of wildlife with friends and family
7. Sign petitions to end persecution and improve understanding
8. Dont use pesticides or poison in the Garden
9. Let the grass grow, insects love dandelions and daisies.
10. Grow wildflowers and plant native trees.
11. Encourage insects to your garden

Some links for further information:-

British Trust for Ornothology
RSPB

Birdlife
The Wildlife Trusts

The Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust
Plantlife

https://www.bto.org/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/
http://www.birdlife.org/
https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/
https://www.wwt.org.uk/
https://plantlife.love-wildflowers.org.uk/


SEE YOU IN 

If you would like to see some more of my work including original 
paintings, drawings, printmaking and greetings cards please visit my 

website www.suzysharpe.co.uk
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