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ON T H E DEVELOPMENT OF A YOUNG KESTREL. 
BY 

A. GEOFFREY LEIGH. 

As up to the present little seems to be recorded regarding 
the development and habits of nestlings and young birds, 
perhaps a few notes on two young Kestrels (Falco 
tinnunculus), which I reared last year, may be of interest 
to readers of BKITISH BIRDS. 

On May 23rd one of the keepers in the district where 
I live showed me a nest of this species containing five 
eggs, incubation having already commenced; these 
I examined occasionally during the next month, but it 
was not until June 20th tha t I found any young, the nest 
on that date containing two chicks and two addled eggs, 
the fifth having disappeared. One of the nestlings had 
its ej^es well opened, and was covered with thick white 
down, with the exception of a small naked patch on the 
breast ; from subsequent observations I concluded that 
it was seven days old. The other chick had evidently 
only been out of the shell a few hours, the down being 
much sparser and the eyes closed ; from the fact of this 
bird being only just hatched, it is evident that in this 
case incubation lasted about twenty-eight days. 

Both adults being unfortunately killed, I took the two 
chicks, and placed them in a box filled with sticks, with 
a slight covering of dead grass, and for some time I fed 
them on liver and bird-meat; I had to have the elder 
killed, owing to its breaking a leg, but the other, of which 
I knew the exact age, I reared successfully, making careful 
notes on the development of its plumage, which was as 
follows : 

Between the ages of seven and ten days the colour of 
the down completely changed from white to warm light 
brown. As the birds were in the nest during this time 
I could not make very minute examinations, but I am 
convinced that this was a change in colour only and not 
a fresh growth of down. During the same period the 



DEVELOPMENT OE A YOUNG KESTEEL. 299 

blood-quills appeared on the tail and wings, the former 
bursting on the twelfth day, the latter on the thirteenth. 
Up to this age the area beneath the eye, and extending 
from the beak to behind the orbit, had been devoid of 
down, but on the sixteenth day pin-feathers appeared 

FIG. 1 . KESTREL. TWENTY-SEVEN DAYS OLD. 

here, bursting the following day ; the scapulars also 
appeared on the sixteenth day, the feathers of the rump 
following a day later. At the age of eighteen days 
the feathers of the flanks, thighs, breast and crown of the 
head appeared, the tail and wing-coverts and mantle-
feathers being apparent on the nineteenth day. I 
noticed that at this age the down and feather-scale pulled 
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off during preening was frequently swallowed ; perhaps 
this was to accustom the digestive organs to the throwing-
up of pellets at a later date. By the time the bird 
had reached the age of twenty-six days feathers had 
appeared on all the tracts of the body, although still 
plentifully mixed with down (see Fig. 1). This down 
disappeared rapidly during the next week, and at the age 
of thirty-three days remained only on the crown of the 

FIG. 2 . K E S T R E L . T H I R T Y - T H R E E DAYS OLD. 

head, scapulars, rump, and at the bases of the flight-
feathers (see Fig. 2), although with the older bird (which 
I had to have killed) it continued on the forehead and not 
the crown. The down on the head was very obstinate, 
and was not altogether gone until the forty-ninth day, 
although that on the body was gone at the age of forty-one 
days. 

Between the ages of thirty-three and forty-seven 
days the bird grew very rapidly in size, the flight-feathers 
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and tail lengthening considerably, especially the former ; 
this can be well seen by noticing the comparative lengths 
of the wings and tail shown in Fig. 2 (thirty-three days 
old) and Fig. 3 (forty-seven days old). In the latter 
two or three small tufts of down are still adhering to the 
feathers of the crown. 

With regard to the gradual acquisition of the full 
powers of the adult Kestrel I made the following notes. 

FIG. 3 . K E S T R E L . FORTY-SEVEN DAYS OLD. 

The meat upon which the chicks were at first fed was 
held in the beak while the tongue was thrust out beneath 
it, and then quickly withdrawn, so that the tongue-spurs, 
catching in front of the meat, dragged it into the mouth. 
I t may be noted that the coloration of the tongue was 
very interesting, being salmon-pink with black spurs, 
and a transverse black bar between them and the tip. 

As soon as the chick could stand up, at the age of 
sixteen days, the muscles of the legs must have developed 
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very rapidly, for on the following day it was able to stand 
on a plucked bird, previously cut open, and tear it to 
pieces. After this I had very little trouble with it, for 
six days later it ate an entire bird with only the larger 
feathers removed. By this time it threw up eastings, 
composed of the bones and feathers of the birds I gave it, 
and also of the wing-cases of beetles which it must have 
captured itself. 

I ts method of eating a bird was always precisely the 
same, the head being attacked and eaten first, after which 
the body was plucked leisurely, the youngster regaling 
itself from time to time with small pieces of meat from the 
breast and neck. The whole of the body being plucked 
almost clean, the wings were torn off and swallowed, 
followed by the legs, claws and all, then the breast, and, 
finally, the abdomen. Several times I noticed it 
deliberately swallow a flight- or tail-feather, as though 
under the impression that it was necessary for its well-
being to do so—perhaps to bind together the castings. 
The beaks of strong-billed birds were carefully separated 
from the skull and rejected, as were also the sternum and 
cranium of any large bird, though these only after they 
had been " nibbled " clean of meat. 

With regard to the acquirement of the power of flight, 
the wings were exercised freely from the sixteenth day 
onwards, the bird eventually succeeding in raising itself 
by them for a few seconds and, at the age of thirty-two 
days, flying to the top of its deserted pen, a height of 
about three and a half feet. The following day it made 
several flights, one of at least fifty yards, and from that 
time it flew round the garden constantly, in possession of 
its full liberty. 

The way in which the art of hovering was acquired was 
interesting, the bird spreading its wings, either while 
perching or on the ground, and as soon as a gust of wind 
came rising two or three inches and beating the wings 
vigorously, supported by the wind. In this way it 
eventually learnt to hover at will, and was seen to drop 
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on prey from a height of about thirty feet at the age of 
forty-three days. 

I have elsewhere referred to the fact that the Kestrel 
captured beetles, and these with worms formed its food 
when first I stopped feeding it regularly. When captured 
the beetle was held in one foot and the head nipped off, 
the wing-cases being then removed and sometimes eaten, 
and the body following last. Worms were simply held 
while being pulled into pieces small enough to swallow 
conveniently. When not hungry the bird frequently 
played with its prey like a kitten, tapping it with its 
clenched foot, running round it as it crawled away, and 
jerking the head back, exactly as does the domestic cat. 
When beetles or worms were not forthcoming, a stone 
or piece of wood served its purpose equally well. 

The Kestrel always showed great interest in birds of 
all species, and especially Swallows and Martins ; it made 
several unsuccessful attempts to capture these, but 
apparently concluding that they were too quick, it turned 
its attention to birds of less powerful flight, and at the 
age of forty-nine days succeeded in killing two—a Robin 
and a Warbler. From this age it fed itself entirely, and 
eventually disappeared on August 12th, being then fifty-
four days old. 
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