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

(4) T H E NESTLING. 

BY 

J. H. OWEN. 

W H E N the long incubation-period is over, the egg-shell 
chips or cracks. Sometimes the young bird will then 
emerge in a few hours, but the shell of the Sparrow-
Hawk's egg is so thick that many hours, usually at least 
twenty-four (sometimes as long as four days), must 
elapse before the young one is completely free from it. 
I have, in fact, watched the old hen help one to free itself 
from the shell. The first few hours of the young bird's 
existence are spent in getting dry from the moisture of 
the shell. This is done comfortably under the warm and 
gentle pressure of the breast of the old hen. The bird is 
then one of the most beautiful nestlings in existence. It 
is covered with a short, thick, pure white down, which is 
thicker and shorter on the head than the body, while 
on the back a t the junction of the neck and body it is 
rather scanty. The leg is bare from the ankle to the 
foot on the under side, but the down comes below the 
ankle on the upper side. The legs and toes are flesh-
coloured, the talons light ash-grey. The iris is very 
dark brown, sometimes with a tinge of grey in it, the 
pupil a very deep indigo. The culmen is short and 
curved with the base flesh-colour, the point black, and 
a small white excrescence at the bend. The lower 
mandible is flesh-colour with a dark ash-grey stripe on 
each side, the t ip slightly darker. The mouth and 
tongue are pink flesh-colour. 

Though very weak when first hatched, the young 
birds have very great vitality and can exist for a long 
time without being brooded, though normally the hen 
broods closely for the first few days. On one occasion 
on a broiling day in July we kept the mother away rather 
a long time from a young one not twenty-four hours 
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old. The flies troubled it very much and it seemed 
almost dead. A careful examination showed that a fly 
had been inside the mouth and laid eggs, so we care
fully cleaned it out and left at once ; this young bird 
recovered. 

At first the old bird has to place bits of flesh to the 
young one's bill, but from the very first the nestling 
knows how to get the food down by feeble jerks of the 
head and simultaneous gulping. At four days old it 
can prop itself up on the ankles and feet and take food 
from the old one's bill. After that there is no difficulty 
about being fed. When first hatched it seems mute 
at meals, although it can make a cheep in the chipped 
shell which is like the food squeal given later. This 
cheep can be heard at twenty to thirty yards. From a 
few hours old it can make faint noises indicative of dis
comfort, but the real food squeal does not seem to be 
uttered until it is some days old. When all the young 
are old enough to sit up and grab the food from the 
mother's bill, they group themselves in the arc of a 
circle. At first the old bird discriminates between them 
in feeding, but as time goes she is not so particular, 
though she always attends particularly to the youngest 
of the family. 

After they are a week old there is a great change in 
the young. They have doubled in size, their down is 
also much longer, and they have a rather disreputable 
vulturine look about the head, especially after a meal. 
Their strength is much greater and often two make a 
grab for the same piece of food. They now show con
siderable disinclination to being brooded and will slip 
from under the hen for short spells. If she does not 
think one ought to be out, she hooks him under very 
gently with her bill. As time goes on they show more 
and more disinclination to be brooded, and by the time 
the youngest is twelve to fourteen days old the hen may 
just be sitting on the nest by the side of the nestlings, 
without attempting to cover them. Feather-quills can 
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be felt forming on the wings when the young are about 
eight days old, but they seldom show through the skin 
until the tenth to eleventh day. There is such a differ
ence in the size of the cocks and the hens that it is 
possible to tell the sex almost to a certainty at ten days 
old, especially if there are several young for comparison. 

Prom the very earliest stage the young are instinctively 

Fig. 1. SPAEEOW-HAWK. 
Yomig twenty-live days old ; three resting, while the fourth has just finished 

preening. 

(Photographed by J . H . Owen.) 

cleanly. They back towards the edge of the nest and 
eject the dung into the void below. At first the nest 
gets spattered and the hen sees to this. Later the 
limbs and tree below and around the nest get liberally 
coated with whitewash. All the food that is swallowed 
and not digested collects into pellets and these are 
brought up and fall in the nest. These, too, the old 
hen disposes of after each meal, sometimes, especially 
in the earlier days, by swallowing, and sometimes by 
throwing them over the edge of the nest. In the later 
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stages she often flies away with them and drops them. 
The young are greatly troubled with fleas and are always 
flea-hunting. Another pest which worries .them is a 
tick-shaped fly with rudimentary wings, which Mr. 
Gahan of the British Museum tells me is Ornithomyia 
avicularia L. 

As the nestlings grow older, the down continues to 

Fig. 2. SPARROW-HAWK. 
This serves to illustrate two points: (1) The top of the swing is a full stretchof 

Doth wings ; (2) The top of the swing is the beginning of the " flap-dance.' 

(Photographed by J . H. Owen.) 

grow in length and entirely changes in shape from a 
single stem to a branched stem. The young look par
ticularly fascinating when they are fully clothed in 
white down, just before and just as the brown plumage 
begins to show. At this stage they begin to preen 
themselves much and often, and as they are as yet 
unable to stand, this has to be done lying down. Of 
course the rate of growth in the young is not always the 
same. The wing- and tail-quills appear first invariably, 
and I have known them to be as long as one inch and 
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three-quarters of an inch respectively on the 12th and 
14th days. The feather-sheaths begin to burst on the 
wing-quills shortly afterwards, and this part may be half 
an inch long by the time the bird is fourteen days old. The 
eyes have begun to change, and now the iris is greenish-
grey. There is a patch between the eye and the bill 
which now becomes bare and greenish-yellow in colour. 
By the seventeenth day this is nearly clear of down; 
later on it is covered with dark, downy, hair-like fila
ments. The eye, too, has more yellow in the iris, though 
at what age the iris becomes yellow like tha t of the old 
bird I cannot say ; it is still grey in wild birds at six 
weeks old. 

As the feathers appear the preening increases, also 
the flea-hunts seem to be carried out with greater intent-
ness. When the young are under twenty days old, the 
brown plumage does not show up a t all prominently 
except on the outer edge of the wings and on the tail. 
After this the progress of the plumage is wonderful. 
The young leave the nest when a hen is twenty-nine or a 
cock twenty-eight days old. They have still got a 
large amount of beautiful white down on them, and this 
does not go entirely for about another three weeks. The 
last traces are to be seen on the head and the back. 

They begin to try to pull a t a carcass while the hen 
holds i t when they are about seventeen days old. 
They use the same pull and twist action that the hen 
does, bu t of course seldom get anything but the minutest 
fragments off at tha t age. They can stand for a short 
time, but not for long, when they are nineteen days old, 
and their power of feeding increases almost exactly with 
their power to stand on their legs. Thus a bird of twenty-
one days can certainly get bits off a carcass, and would most 
likely live if provided with food, while a bird of twenty-
three days can feed itself. I have watched a bird of 
this age demolish almost the whole of a bird deposited 
by the cock. I was once witness of a very quaint 
episode with a bird of twenty-three to twenty-four 



Fig. 3. SPARROW-HAWK. 
Old lien keeping watch while young, 26 days old, feed. 

(The stooping bird has the food, and the left hand bird is trying to draw it away with the toot). 
{Photographed by J. H. Owen.) 
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days. I t had eaten the whole of a young House-Sparrovr 
except the head and neck, which however were stripped 
of the skin. Picking this up by the neck the youngster 
managed to jerk it down its throat until the head of the 
Sparrow was against its bill. I t then opened its mouth 
wider to jerk the head in, but this it could not do, partly 
because the head of the Sparrow was rather too big, and 
partly because the neck hit the inside of the young 
Hawk's mouth and so thrust the head out again. This 
effect was also produced by the Hawk holding its own 
head rather downwards towards the nest. After a time 
the bird threw the head down and left it, but shortly 
returned, and after much effort broke it up and swallowed 
it bit by bit. 

The young do not use an alarm note until brooding is 
finished. Then they get noisier and noisier as they grow 
older, and call " kew-kew " whenever they are disturbed, 
but in quite a different key to the old hen and cock. 
When the observer comes in sight they draw away and 
lie on their sides with the beaks open and the tongue 
working rapidly. The tongue collects moisture, some
what like saliva in nature, and this sometimes drips out 
but is occasionally spat at the intruder. Later they 
will show their objections in various ways. Sometimes 
they stand up with wings fully extended and almost 
meeting behind their backs and the mouth working as 
before. At other times they try to crawl away on the 
branches or even to fly or scramble out of the nest and 
nutter to the ground. 

When heavy rain commences, they bunch close together 
with their heads in the centre and wait to be brooded. In 
the day, when the sun is hot, they usually t ry to keep 
on the cooler parts of the nest, but when the power 
of the sun is getting less they all try to get into any 
sunshine that falls on the nest. 

When they are able to stand, the amount of preening 
increases greatly. Almost the whole of the time not 
spent in feeding or sleeping is spent in this and cleaning 
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(Fig. 1). The wings and tail receive an exceptional amount 
of attention. Each of the flight-feathers is taken in the 
bill and drawn through it at least once, but often two or 
three times. The same is done with the long tail-feathers, 
especially the basal portions. Very great attention too 
is paid to the wing-coverts, especially in the way of 
smoothing and arranging them. The head receives 
least of all, because it has to be done with the foot only 
and the other foot is not strong enough to support the 
bird. The results of early efforts are therefore rather 
amusing to a concealed observer. The feet are cleaned 
very carefully after a meal; this is especially the case 
when a bird has broken up a carcass itself, then the 
claws that have held the meat are drawn roughly through 
the bill exactly in the same way as it is done by the old 
bird. The bill is wiped rapidly up and down a twig 
several times, often rubbed in the nest, and possibly 
scratched with the foot as well. The action of wiping is 
very like the way a hone is passed up and down a scythe. 

In watching the young birds at this stage one's atten
tion is above all drawn to the wing " treatment." The 
wing is stretched carefully at frequent intervals. I t is 
opened slowly to its widest extent, then there is a 
short pause, after which it is shut up like a knife in one 
rapid movement. One can almost hear a click as it 
closes. This is often done when the bird is lying down as 
well as when it is standing. At the same time one of the 
feet relaxes its hold and shows movement; the same 
thing will be noticed if a man stands and stretches an 
arm fully when the pressure on the corresponding foot is 
eased considerably. Sometimes the young birds work 
their wings and move slightly, usually backwards, as 
they do so. I have many times marvelled that one has 
not fallen, or pushed another, off the nest while this is 
being done. Scores of times I have seen this almost 
happen, but not quite. The weirdest performance of all, 
however, is the exercise we named the " flap dance." 
The bird extends its wings fully and slightly above the 
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horizontal (Fig. 2), and with very rapid quarter beats, flaps 
its way round the nest. At each flap it jumps one or two 
inches from the surface of the nest and makes an inch or 
two of ground each beat. The number of beats is from 
three to eight, or even more. The feet seem to open and 
shut and sometimes close on part of another young one's 
body, bringing forth sharp cries from the injured one. 

Fig. 4. SPARROW-HAWK. 
Young watching the approach of parent bird. 

(Photographed by J . H. Owen.) 

These " flap dances " often take place suddenly in the 
midst of preening, and when one bird begins at least 
one of the rest immediately copies the exercise. As 
they get older it is not an uncommon thing for all to go 
through the exercise after a meal. At first the young 
are very sleepy after a meal, but they gradually become 
less so and later they are exceedingly active for five or 
ten minutes after a meal. 

Another curious exercise is one for working the leg 
muscles. The leg is lifted and pushed forward as for 
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the goose step, but, instead of being brought down, it is 
kept rigid, and the toes are opened and shut slowly 
several times ; then the foot is opened widely and shut 
again as it is being brought down on the nest. 

As the hen begins to stop breaking up the food towards 
the end of the nestling period, each young one makes a 

Fig. 5. SPARROW-HAWK. 
Young one, 27 days old, covering food on the approach of a second young one. 

(Photographed by J . H. Owen.) 

meal in turn (Fig. 3). No other young one is allowed to 
touch the food and the beak is used freely and viciously by 
the one in possession to keep the others off. When the cock 
brings prey, all the young utter various cries to at tract him 
(Fig. 4), and as he is alighting they make a wild rush at him. 
The consequence is that he gets knocked very roughh 
off the nest by the young, and particularly by the young 
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one that gets the food. This one then crouches over it, 
holding it with both feet and spreading its wings and 
tail out and down so as to hide the food completely, as 
well as protect it. from the others. The atti tude is very 
similar to that of one of the old Hawks overcoming 
strong game on the ground. If only one young one is in 
the nest when the cock arrives and another comes to the 
tree afterwards, this attitude is always assumed, but not 
if either parent bird comes (Fig. 5). At this stage and until 
the use of the nest as a dining-table is given up, bones 
are allowed to accumulate there. I t also always seems 
to me that , on the whole, bigger game is now brought 
to the nest. Pigeons, either taken out of the nest or 
those that have not long left the nest, Jays, Blackbirds, 
Thrushes, young Starlings, to a large extent take the 
place of the Finches, Tits, Warblers, etc., that are brought 
so often in the nestling period, though of course small 
birds still figure largely in the bill of fare. I t is also 
very noticeable that almost invariably the heads of large 
victims are removed but not those of the smaller birds. 
Another striking point is that the larger the victim the 
more it is prepared for eating before being brought to 
the nest. For example, Jays and Pigeons have no 
flight feathers on the wings, these being either pulled 
out or cut off about an inch from the flesh. The young 
do not trouble much about picking the wings of these 
larger victims, but breastbones invariably bear marks 
of the Hawks' bills on them and are picked very clean. 
Tf the young are well supplied they often leave the heads 
of the Finches. The old birds themselves, it should be 
remarked, cut off and leave the front of the head and the 
bill of hard-billed birds like Greenfinches when they eat 
them. This is very different from the practice of Owls, 
from whose pellets whole skulls can be obtained in 
numbers. 

The notes of the young when they answer the cock's 
call vary greatly individually. I t would almost seem 
as though each bird of the family had a different note. 
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One "will make the food squeal of the young bird, but much 
more loudly : another a sort of sibilant whistle, well known 
to keepers, while the other notes are rather difficult to 
represent by means of letters and are subject to variation. 
Some, which I got down more or less to my satisfaction 
were, " weal, weal, wee-oo, wee-oo," and later on " pay-ee, 
pay-ee," " kay-ee, kay-oo, kee-uk." 

Fig. 6. SPARROW-HAWK. 
Young bird, 34 days old, feeding oil the nest. 

(Photographed by J . H. Owen.) 

When they are first fit to leave the nest the young go 
to a tree only a few yards away, and flap from branch 
to branch and back to the nest when they get hungry. 
Their powers of flight increase very rapidly and by the 
thirty-first day they can fly quite well. By the end 
of the fifth week they are really strong on the wing and 
can come to the nest almost noiselessly (Fig. 6). They are 
exceedingly wary, and the least sound in the neighbour
hood of the nest puts them off. At this period of life 
they are difficult to watch with good results, because if 
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they get put off their own nest often, they feed on old 
Pigeons' nests in various parts of the wood. Through 
it all the cock, I think, does most of the hunting. The 
hen hunts to a certain extent, but only in the neighbour
hood of the nest and chiefly for her own consumption; 
at any rate, she always seems now to think of herself 
first. Careful watching shows tha t she has favourite 
feeding-places where she eats what she needs, afterwards 
taking a perch near and preening herself thoroughly. 

In the hot summer of 1911 I was continually finding 
nestling Sparrow-Hawks lying, often alive, under the 
nests ; most of them were only two or three days old. 
My watching from huts has never explained this to me, 
and I put it down to one of two causes. Either the sun 
struck very hot on the nest and the young wriggled over 
the side in trying to avoid it while the hen, for some 
reason or other, was not brooding; or the young rolled 
off the nest when they backed towards the edge to eject 
dung. At one nest three out of four came to grief and 
the fourth was reared. 

(To be continued.) 
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