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SOME BREEDING-HABITS OF T H E 
SPARROW-HAWK. 

(3) T H E COCK. 

BY 

J. H. OWEN. 

T H E cock Sparrow-Hawk is a queer mixture of pluck and 
nerves. His boldness and dare-devilry in attack are 
amazing ; his show of nerves in approaching the nest 
if it is under human observation (particularly from a 
hiding tent) equally amazing. 

My own observations have never given me grounds for 
believing that he takes a share in incubation, although I 
have, on rare occasions, seen him at the nest with the hen 
both during the laying and incubation periods. As a 
rule, he hunts for the hen during the incubation-period, 
and calls her to fetch the game, which is never eaten at 
the nest. They usually meet at one of three or more 
dead branches some little distance from the nest. The 
prey is devoured there. On rare occasions the hen hunts, 
at any rate partly, for herself during incubation ; on such 
occasions she is liable to be a great nuisance to a pheasant-
rearing ground conveniently near the nest. 

After the young are hatched, the cock almost invariably 
goes out of the nest wood to get food. Only twice have 
we known him for certain to take a victim in the wood 
itself. He goes out upwind nearly always, but sometimes 
varies this by going out downwind and then circling 
round almost immediately. He therefore always hunts 
upwind or partly so. His usual plan is to go up a fence 
at a great pace and continually slip over from one side 
to the other. Any hapless small bird that is perched on 
an outstanding twig is snatched up and carried away. 
A Sky-lark dusting on a road or lane is also a frequent 
victim. Sparrows assembled in the rickyard or along 
a wheatfield hedge often provide meals. The victim, 
when caught for the young hawks, is not always killed 
at once ; we have heard and seen a Greenfinch shrieking 
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for some minutes after being captured, and it was put to 
death slowly and cruelly. Of course the grip of the hawk 
often kills a small bird very quickly, but if this is not so 
he does not seem to know how to kill. I t seems quite a 
matter of chance what part of the victim will be eaten 
first; sometimes the head is torn off, sometimes the back 
is the starting-point, and not infrequently the entrails 
are devoured first. On a few occasions the cock has left 
a whole bird at the nest and I have been lucky enough 
to examine the carcasses. Nearly always I have found 
a small dint in the base of the back of the skull, but this 
may always be accidental. Larger game, such as Black
birds and Starlings, must suffer terrible agony before life 
is extinct. The hawk bears such down to the ground, 
and depresses the wings and tail against the ground and 
thus to a large extent prevents the victim struggling. 
It makes horrid wounds in the back of the captive and 
also in the head and neck, even at times blinding it. 

Since the cock bird works upwind, one would expect 
him to come back downwind to the nest wood, but this 
is not altogether the case. Our united observations 
show that the favourite approach is practically across 
the wind. On nearing the edge of the wood he turns 
again slightly upwind and alights on a tree, so that the 
nest is dead downwind. To get to the wood he seems 
to plane nearly the whole way; he holds the victim in 
one foot, which hangs at full length or nearly so ; his 
wings are extended and horizontal; there is no visible 
movement tha t I could ever see, but perhaps his wings 
move in slight and rapid movements invisible, even at a 
short distance, to the naked eye. He keeps a horizontal 
course the whole way, and at a height which will carry 
him comfortably clear of all tree-tops. At a distance 
he may easily be mistaken, when first seen, for a Wood-
Pigeon performing its planing flights, except tha t the hawk 
does not vary his altitude or pace. 

Having arrived at the wood, he usually perches at some 
distance from the nest and gives a low " kew-kew-kew." 
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After the young have all been hatched a few days, the 
hen is usually off to him like a flash when she hears this 
note, but should she not go to him, he comes nearer and 
changes his call to " key-oo, key-oo, kew-kew-kew," the 
" key-oo " being very plaintive and the " kew " rather 
shriller than before. If there is still no answer, he will 
come nearer and at intervals use the same cry, which 
becomes more and more plaintive and wailing. If the 

Fig. 1. SPARROW-HAWK. 
" The cock is seldom still and the hen moves to take the food as he comes." 

(Photographed by J . H. Owen.) 

hen still does not go to him or take any notice, he seems 
to make up his mind to come to the nest, but first he 
gets into the nearest tree to the nest upwind and makes 
a last appeal with much of the plaint gone from his note. 
If there is no answer, you soon hear a gentle swish of 
wings, a soft and rather pleasant " ki-ki-ki," and he 
arrives at the nest with a bird. His stay varies from 
a small fraction of a second to five seconds, and he is 
seldom still, and the hen moves to take the food as 
he comes (Fig. 1). As a rule he just drops the bird and 
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goes. Once I saw him come in on one side of the nest and 
the hen seemed to notify him somehow that he was not 
putting the food in the right spot. He moved on, turned 
to the right, flew round the hut and came in on the 
other side of the nest, dropped the bird and was gone 
(Fig. 2). 

When the hatching period approaches, the hen shows 

t i g . 2. SPARROW-HAWK. 
He brought th3 foo I to the wrong spot. 

(Photographed by J . H . Owen . ) 

less and less inclination to leave the nest and I believe 
the cock dresses the birds for her to a large extent. She 
must almost starve herself during the actual hatching 
period. This year (1916) I watched a nest during June 
and started watching a full week before the eggs hatched. 
The wind during the whole of this period was nearly 
north. The cock brought all his game to a felled tree 
upwind and dressed it there. If the hen would not come 
for the food at his calls he would eat what he needed and 
go hunting again. On the hatching day (all the eggs in 
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this nest hatched in the course of one day) I saw the 
remains of four young Starlings, two Greenfinches and a 
Lark. I put him off as I was going to the hut. He was 
then eating a young Starling. When I disturbed him 
he gave chase to a House-Sparrow, and the Sparrow, 
although I think the hawk was playing, did not like it, 
but shrieked in terror as it dived into, round and through 
the bushes. I was in the hut several hours and he turned 
up and called the hen at intervals of almost exactly an 
hour, but she did not leave the nest once. Later on, the 
wind keeping much in the same quarter, the cock used 
the tree to dress food for the young, and I often saw 
pellets lying with the remains : one of these contained 
parts of an egg of a Greenfinch, which would indicate 
that he swallowed the egg, inside the Greenfinch, just as 
he would a gizzard. Often, too, there were fragments 
of intestine on the tree and the feathers of the victim 
covered the ground alongside the trunk. After Starlings, 
Blackbirds, Thrushes, Greenfinches and Chaffinches were 
mostly in evidence. When the time came for the hen 
to fetch from him he always awaited her at this feeding 
tree. She dropped down from the edge of the nest and 
skimmed the ground to meet him, but came back level 
with the nest, having acquired sufficient altitude almost 
on leaving the feeding tree. 

For the first few days after hatching has commenced 
the cock seems to bring the food to the nest fairly 
regularly (Fig. 3). Then the hen begins to fetch it from 
him and after this I do not think she likes him to come to 
the nest except when she is brooding in very heavy rain. 
We noticed that sometimes she received the food from 
the cock quite near the nest when both were on the wing ; 
at other times she took it from him on a branch, but most 
often she went out of sight to receive it, and we judged 
tha t as a rule the transference took place when both 
birds were perched on a branch. I have watched the 
transference of food in the air from a few feet away. 
The cock remained practically motionless in the a i r ; 



Fig. 3. SPARROW-HAWK. 
" For the first few days after hatching has commenced the cock brings food to the nest fairly regularly." 

(Photographed by J. H. Owen.) 
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his wings were fully expanded and almost vertically ; he 
kept his position by working just the tips rapidly. The 
tail was slightly fanned and much depressed, thus showing 
a considerable amount of white at the base. He held 
the victim in the right foot only, and his leg was stretched 
out to its full length downwards. The other leg was 
not at full stretch but bent slightly at the ankle. The 
hen dived beneath him and passed on with the food. 
What I did not actually see was whether she took it 
from his foot or he dropped it and she caught it as she 
passed. They were so close together that I am inclined, 
to think she took it direct from his foot. 

The amount of plucking done by the cock varied very 
much. At the beginning he usually brought birds fully 
plucked, almost fully skinned, drawn and beheaded. 
This might be varied by a bird not nearly so fully dressed. 
Later, after all the young were a few days old, it was 
impossible to foretell how much prepared the corpses 
would be. Sometimes they were absolutely untouched, 
and at other times partly or fully dressed and occasionally 
even partly eaten. That he never, under any circum
stances, feeds the young I am absolutely certain. If 
the hen is killed he will continue to bring food to the 
nest until the young are dead or can fly. In such cases 
the young usually die, as they cannot feed themselves 
until they are quite twenty-one days old. Two cases 
were brought to my notice last summer. One nest we 
were observing, and the young were upwards of thirteen 
days old when the hen was killed. When we examined 
the nest a day or two later, not knowing the hen was 
dead, we found all the young dead and a pile of six 
dressed finches and buntings on the edge of the nest. 
A keeper, on whose word I can absolutely rely, told me 
that in 1915 he shot a hen in the morning and 
the cock in the evening. He then got up to the 
nest which contained four young in the down. On 
the edge was a pile of five small birds, Chaffinches 
or Linnets. 
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At the first nest we watched in 1915 the food at first 
was nearly always young Starlings. The foliage of the 
oaks had, in some trees, been entirely removed by the 
caterpillars of Tortrix viridana. Rooks, Starlings (in 
thousands), Jays, Magpies, tits and crowds of warblers 
made incessant war on them. The Starlings came in 
for a bad time from the hawks as they occasionally 
alighted in the nest tree, which was then as bare as 
any tree in the wood. This the hawks could not stand, 
and they soon made the wood too hot for the Starlings, 
and they left it almost to a bird. After this the cock 
brought a very mixed diet for some days—Blackbirds, 
tits, warblers, finches of various kinds and an occasional 
Lark. At the end, Sparrows were brought most frequently, 
as two great wheat-stacks near the wood had been 
threshed and a large flock of Sparrows collected on the 
spot daily; also the spot was nearly upwind from the 
nest. In all the time we only saw one game-bird brought 
—a French Partridge a few days old on July 4th. The 
keeper missed some young chickens one afternoon, and 
saw the cock fly by his house to the wood twice. I was 
in the hut the whole of that afternoon, and able to 
certify that no chickens were brought. I was also able 
to tell him what the cock had brought each time he saw 
it pass. The next day he killed an enormous rat and a 
poaching cat near his pens and felt more comfortable. 

We unfortunately made the hen very suspicious at 
the first nest, and she refused to come and break up the 
carcasses for the young when they were twenty-three days 
old and upwards. The cock therefore had to bring the 
food to the nest, and he was very nervous about it. He 
had a long argument with the hen before each visit and 
the young recognised when it was settled tha t he should 
come, and expected him. They began to give the " food 
squeal " long before he reached the nest tree. On these 
occasions he came very noiselessly. There was no note 
once it was settled that he was to come and no swish of 
wings as he passed the h u t ; he simply came in ghostly 
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silence, dropped the bird almost without touching the nest 
and went. Sometimes he was in such a hurry that he did 
not put the bird far enough on the nest, and it rolled oil 
again before one of the netlings could grab it. I picked 
up two of these and they proved to be a cock ChaffincL 
in full moult and a young House-Sparrow. The worst 
of the argument was that we could not distinguish which 
bird gave a particular note. One note—" pay-ee, pay-ee, 

Fig. 4. SPARROW-HAWK. 
" After the young have left the nest, the cock brings food to it for some time," 

(The white spot in the middle of the nest is an infertile egg). 

{Photographed by J . H. Owen.) 

pay-ee "—we thought was made by the cock as a final 
pro tes t ; we had also heard this note by the same cock 
early in the nestling period. The rest of the notes 
followed one another so quickly that we never got them 
down to our satisfaction. 

There was one thing in the first wood that was 
peculiarly interesting. Among the birds of the wood 
was a Tawny Owl, and he usually seemed to be on the 
windy side of the wood. From him we always got the 
first intimation that the cock hawk had entered the wood. 
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Perhaps the hawk gave the low " kew " note and for 
some reason we did not hear i t ; a t any rate it would be 
uttered quite close to the Owl and he answered it, and 
was always hooting just before we heard any note from 
the hawk. Thus we got two indications of the direction 
of the wind : the notes of the Tawny Owl and the hawk. 
On some days at the end of June and early in July the 
wind changed frequently, but these birds always told us 
of the change the next time the hawk came in. 

After the young have left the nest, it is used as a dining 
table for some time up to three weeks. The cock brings 
food to it (Fig. 4) and the hen no longer breaks it up, 
but each young one has a carcass in turn. Even if no 
youngster is in the nest, they answer the cock's calls 
from their various perches, and he puts the food in the 
nest and the quickest and most hungry gets it. The hen, 
for the first few days after the young have left the nest, 
does not seem to do much hunting, but to take a share 
of the food provided by the cock. As often as not 
she eats this in the nest, like a young bird. If she is 
disturbed, she takes what she is eating with her, a thing 
which the young, a t tha t stage, cannot do. 

I t must be borne in mind that observations on the 
cock, made from a hut, are none too trustworthy. My 
notes on all three cocks I have watched from huts vary 
very considerably, according to the temperament of the 
bird, and make it impossible to generalize. I only give 
these notes as applying to birds I have watched myself. 

(To be continued.) 
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