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RAVENS A T T H E NEST, W I T H SOME NOTES 
ON T H E HOODED CROW. 

BY 

FRANCIS HEATHERLEY, F.R.C.S. 

W H I L S T engaged from April 7th to May 1st, 1909, in 
trying to get photographs of Ravens at the nest, I had, 
owing to their extreme reluctance to face the camera, 
abundant opportunities to watch their habits. 

I shall not particularise the locality of the very 
accessible nesting site beyond saying that it was in 
Northumberland, and, accompanied by Messrs. E. Selous 
and H. Earl, I arrived on the spot on April 7th. We 
found that two chicks had been hatched out of four eggs 
on March 20th, and that on April 4th some men had tried 
to steal the young. They so broke up the nest with a 
long pole that the young birds fell out during the night. 
The shepherd on finding them next morning made a 
nest for them on an old nesting site lower down. There 
was plenty of material at hand, as the foot of the cliff is 
littered, in places six inches deep, with dead heather-
stems. That the birds treated it as their natural nest 
is, I think, shown by the fact that the mother Raven 
carried away excrement after feeding the young, and 
that the young themselves generally backed to its edge to 
defalcate. 

In estimating the value of these notes it must be 
remembered that photography being the primary object 
there was necessarily a good deal of disturbance owing 
to the erection of the camera twelve feet from the nest, 
worked from a hiding tent thirty yards off. 

Compared with some Hooded Crows, which I had been 
photographing under similar conditions, the Ravens 
proved much more timid birds. The Hoodies, after 
Earl had left me in the hiding tent, stalked him all over 
the moor. So long as he lingered within half-a-mile or 
so of the nest the male followed him about, occasionally 
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flying back and apparently reporting to the female, 
which sat on a crag commanding a view of the nesting 
site, and they did not return to the nest until my com
panion had gone away in earnest. But once he had 
cleared off they returned and fed the young freely, 
although the disguised camera was only ten feet and the 
tent about forty feet from the nest. The male several 
times investigated the camera, showing great annoyance, 
and, flying to the hiding tent, walked round it croaking 
angrily. 

The Ravens did not require Earl to go so far away 
before they would come back to the nesting site, but 
once there their behaviour was quite different from that of 
the Hooded Crows. Each step in our procedure—the 
erection of the hiding tent, the dummy camera, and the 
real camera—resulted in such scares that , had the 
young been of a less hardy race or newly hatched, I 
think they would have starved. 

The female proved bolder than the male, but on the 
first occasion the young were not fed for twenty-four 
hours, and on the others they had to scramble out of 
the nest to be fed, and it was only on such an occasion 
when the young were squatting in the grass at the foot 
of the cliff that the male joined in feeding them. 

The bird we took to be the female* was, as in the case 
of the Hooded Crow, not only more assiduous in feeding, 
but also, unlike the male, attended to the cleanliness of 
the nest. But she carried the excrement away in her 
bill, not pouching it as did the Hooded Crow. Both 
species are extremely clean in their habits, the nest 
being scrupulously clean and the young free from 
vermin. 

The Hoodies fed their young much more frequently, 
sometimes every two or three minutes, with hardly ever 
a longer interval than twenty minutes, but they had four 
young. The Raven, even when apparently at her ease, 

* The hen Raven is easily distinguishable at the nest by her note, 
which is not nearly so deep as tha t of the eoek.—F.C.R.J. 
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fed the young hurriedly five or six times in rapid 
succession, until they no longer " shouted " for more, 
and then left the nesting site, returning about once an 
hour to have a look at them, but not feeding them or 
going on to the nest unless they " shouted," they 
apparently not requiring more food for three or four 
hours. 

The Hoodies were fed entirely by regurgitation. I 
was never able to see food passing, and, on dissection, 
their crops contained nothing but the opercula of a few 
winkles and remains of beetles ; probably their main diet 
was gulls' eggs. 

In the case of the Ravens it was, except quite at the 
beginning, easy to see what the young were fed on, as 
the mother did not put her head quite so far into the 
youngsters' gapes, and the morsel was often visible in 
her beak. Except once, when something like carrion-
fat was given, it was invariably the cotyledons of the 
foetal membranes of sheep. As lambing was going on 
from the time they were hatched until after they left the 
nest there was a superabundance of food. The shep
herds seemed to bear them no ill will, saying they only 
attacked dead or dying lambs and sheep. The male did 
nearly all the foraging, his range extending quite three 
miles, to my knowledge. In the intervals between feed
ing, the old birds spent most of their time watching the 
nest from the opposite side of the valley, about two to 
three hundred yards away. There were two or three 
favourite positions towards the top of the fell where, 
when looking out of the tent, I could be nearly sure to 
see the female watching. The male brought food and 
transferred it to her there. When not thus engaged he 
would be standing watching, often some distance from her. 

Once when they were together I noticed both birds 
standing face to face with the tips of their beaks 
touching. They stood motionless in this position for 
three or four minutes. On another occasion the male 
facing the female jumped up into the air two or three 
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times to the height of three or four feet, and another 
time the female when alone did the same kind of dance. 

When engaged in feeding the young, I at first thought 
that she flew to the male each time for a fresh supply, 
but came to the conclusion, later on, that she kept a 
store of food just round the corner of the cliff. The 

HOODED CROW. YOUNG BIRDS QUIET. 

shepherds told us that when feeding off dead sheep, 
Ravens hide away stores of meat which the collies 
afterwards often nose out. 

I have often wondered why the Raven nests so early ; 
and although I do not know if the season would hold 
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good for the deer that no doubt occupied the land in 
prehistoric times, I do not doubt that at present the 
hatching of the young during the lambing season is more 
than a coincidence. 

The shepherds told us that soon after the young are 
hatched the old cease to cover them, and Selous, who 

HOODED CROW. FEMALE PEERING ROUND AFTER FEEDING. 

once watched them during the night, and on another 
occasion from before the dawn, said that the old birds 
roosted away from the nest. The large quantity of 
sheep's wool with which the nest is lined, as in the 
Hoodies' case, no doubt keeps the young warm. 



242 BRITISH BIRDS. 

The young on the first few occasions that we visited 
the nest flattened themselves down, and each with its 
head on one side looked up with wide open grey eye. 
Later they sat and stared at us unconcernedly or at times 
uneasily. They grew very rapidly, their beaks, at first 
flesh-colour, became black' at the base, and the patch 
spread down to meet a similar patch from the tip of the 
beak, and strong bristles developed. They gradually 
spent more and more time in preening and less in sleep. 
They seemed very hardy and took no notice of either 
rain, hail or snow. One of the young was larger and 
considerably more advanced than the other, and its voice 
deeper pitched, so as to make me think that they were 
male and female. The Raven language, like the Hoodies', 
is far simpler than the Rook's. When annoyed they 
uttered short, sharp, high-pitched barks. When all was 
well the note was low and almost musical; there were 
generally three notes in a series. Towards the end of 
their time on the nest each after preening would back 
to the edge of the nest and then flap its wings vigorously 
for a minute or two at a time. 

The shepherds told us tha t the young generally leave 
the nest from May 1st to May 12th, according to the 
number of the brood, and that ours would probably fly 
on the former date. They said six was the largest brood 
they remembered. 

Our young would probably have flown before May 1st, 
but for the fact that we had to take the precaution of 
clipping their wings, for one, having been frightened off 
the nest by Earl on April 26th, took us three hours to 
recover. Nevertheless both took their flight on May 1st 
escorted by their excited parents, which they nearly 
equalled in size, only two of the central tail-feathers of 
the young showing quill at this date. 


