BREEDING BULLFINCH HYBRIDS, THE EASY WAY.

Bill Doherty highlights his own technique that helps guarantee results

I cannot remember a time when birds held no fascination.  Heaven for me lies in exploring the countryside in search for our feathered friends, or sitting observing various happenings in my bird rooms.  As a lad my ultimate goal was always to produce a goldfinch x bullfinch hybrid, and I was always spurred on by the great photograph in VAV Carr’s book “Mule and Hybrid Birds” of a male goldfinch and female bullfinch feeding a nest of chicks.

During the ensuing years I attempted various breeding alternatives to produce a goldie/bullie.  My first success was to come by accident, and the method adopted has borne other successes for me since.  So successful has been the technique I even gave it a name, “inducing”.  This is because I induce the hen to be mated, instead of just putting the pair together and hoping for the best.

My method started many years ago when I had a goldfinch male paired to a bullfinch hen in a cage measuring 48inches long, 20inches high and 18inches deep.  I had run this pair together over the cold winter months, but at the end of April the goldfinch went ill.  To administer medication to the male only I separated the pair.  

At this point my attention was quickly drawn to the antics of the bullfinch, she was darting frantically, and continuously calling.  It has been well-documented how breeding pairs of bullfinches bond, at this time in my learning curve I hadn’t realised this trait was transmitted to a bullfinch paired to a male not of her own kind.  This female was definitely missing her goldfinch mate.  

My priority was to save my goldfinch, and after seven days of hospitalisation he was looking rejuvenated.  As I put him back into his cage the bullfinch hen took one look at him, arched her back and called to be mated.  The goldfinch duly obliged and a successful mating took place, I could hardly believe my eyes.  I had observed birds of different species feeding on many occasions, but this was the first time I had actually witnessed a mating.

This really cranked the wheels of my brain into motion, and that evening I once again removed the goldfinch as an experiment.  In the morning I reintroduced him, another mating took place.  The goldfinch by now was really feeling the weight of himself, and carried various items of nesting material to his bride, his wings flapping, his tail fanned and swishing.  The bullfinch hen responded in a dance of head bobbing, ducking and diving.

I witnessed no fewer than a dozen matings before a week or so later a clutch of five eggs was laid, in a rough nest made completely of coconut fibre, situated in a wire nest basket surrounded by a clump of heather.  Three of the precious eggs were fertile, two were dead in shell and the remaining egg was hatched out and the chick reared under a clear yellow Fife canary.  Bullfinch chicks are extremely difficult to rear under surrogate canary parents, but bullfinch hybrids rarely present the same problems.

During the first three days the crop of the bullfinch hybrid was not as full as I would have liked, so I regularly topped it up with a mixture of egg yolk and powdered milk using a small syringe for the task.  After the third day however the story changed and the canaries did an excellent job, resulting in a fine male goldfinch x bullfinch hybrid, my first.

In subsequent breeding seasons I have always used my method of inducing.  A few seasons ago I had a goldfinch x bullfinch pair and a canary x bullfinch pair mated.  I counted copulation over twenty times for both pairs.  I hatched out three canary x bullfinches and one goldfinch x bullfinch.  The next season the same breeding plan produced a nest of fertile mealy redpoll x bullfinch hybrid eggs, all however were dead in shell. 

I have adapted my technique somewhat over the years to maximise efficiency.  All my successes with bullfinch hybrids have come in cages, the same dimensions as the one mentioned earlier.  In the centre I place a wooden slide to separate the pair, this is easier than catching up a bird, chasing and handling can cause stress.  I always separate the cock from the hen, the hen remaining in the side that houses the nest site.  I separate the pair at night, let them mate in the morning, and then separate them again.  They are reintroduced when I return from work; this ensures at least two matings per day.  On my days off I will do this a number of times, sometimes securing up to half a dozen copulations.  This is done till the full clutch is laid, and also has the advantage of keeping the male bird from damaging the newly laid egg, a trait synonymous with goldfinch cocks.


My hypothesis for hybrid breeding is “that if only one mating takes place the chances of securing fertile eggs is low, if twenty mating occur, there is a much greater chance for success”.  Remember we are going against nature, and it is never going to be an easy pathway.


The method I have described, will, assist the aspiring hybrid breeders chances of success, both novices looking to produce their first bullfinch cross, and also the more experienced breeders looking for a new approach.

