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SOME HABITS OF THE SPARROW-HAWK* 
BY 

J. H. OWEN. 

(7) THE EFFECTS OF SUNSHINE. 

THE watching of the Sparrow-Hawk in wet and rough weather 
is delightful and fairly easy, especially during the nesting 
season. The study of the bird in bright sunshine is equally 
entrancing, but a great deal more difficult. All notes obtained 
outside the nesting season are, more or less, matters of luck. 
During the nesting season observations may sometimes be 
made by cutting away branches round the nest so as to let 
the sun in on the nest during the most suitable hours. Here 
again, however, it is necessary that • the sunshine shall fall on 
the nest without touching the front of the hut. Otherwise, 
the building of the hut will be a much more complicated 
business if it is to be thoroughly successful. Apart from the 
nesting season many of the bird's actions are influenced 
by sunshine. For example, sunshine is almost a necessity 
for preening. For adults there seems to be a normal time 
for certain operations, such as preening, bathing, hunting, 
flying and building : sun and wind have great effect on these 
operations, not only as to their duration and completeness, 
but even as to their actually taking place at all. My notes 
on most of these points outside May ist-August 1st are neces
sarily scanty, but I will give my conclusions, and perhaps 
those who have been lucky enough to have made further 
observations will add to them. 

The Sparrow-Hawk is a clean bird and bathes fairly regu
larly, but it is a matter of great good fortune to be able to 
watch one at work in a perfectly wild state. My friend, 
and sometime pupil, Mr. F. N. Stocker, was lucky enough 
to do so on several occasions during August 1916. On each 
occasion he was hiding in a hut to kill Wood-Pigeons coming 
to grain. There was a copse with a late brood of young 
Hawks adjoining one side of the field, and by luck his hut 
commanded a view of a piece of ground on the edge of a stream. 
Daily, if the sun was strong, the Hawks came and bathed on 
the edge of the gravel at mid-day. Their motions were the 
same as those of other birds, but the most enjoyable move
ment was the throwing of water over the back and the twist 
of the head over the shoulders to wash the feathers and wipe 
the moisture off. The bathing would last several minutes, 

* For previous articles on this subject see Brit. Birds, X,, pp. 2, 26, 
50, 74, 106 ; XI I . , pp . 61, 74. 
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and then the bird went up to a dead bough, exposed to sun 
and wind, and there first dried and then sunned and preened 
itself thoroughly. The drying motions he described were 
identical with those I have described antea, Vol. X., pp. 9-10. 
He only saw the Hawks bathe on warm sunny days. These 
statements agree entirely with my own observations, but I 
have not been so lucky as to secure a series of observations 
such as he did. 

Most of the cases I have seen of bathing have been by 
accident: I have usually come across the bird in the act 
while stalking some other creature. It seems that the Hawks 
prefer running water, if it can be got, and choose a gravelly 
place where the water is shallow: they stand in the water 
where it is an inch or slightly more in depth. I have seen 
them wash thus on the Severn, the Vyrnwy, the Tanat, the 
Morda and other of the border streams, and in Essex on one 
or two of the tiny streams that mostly have no name. The 
Chelmer,, the largest stream in the district, has very few such 
spots on it near Felsted School. 

I have surprised Hawks in similar situations, in other than 
fine weather, at various times of the year. On these occasions 
I have never yet had the luck not to disturb the Hawk, and 
therefore do not know whether the bird was bathing or drink
ing. It is curious that I have never seen a Sparrow-Hawk 
drink, and am, therefore, inclined to think these birds were 
there for a bath and more alert through the weather than 
in hot sun : for in hot sun there is no doubt that the bird is 
at times indolent, or at any rate not particularly alert. 

In 1916 I got a keeper to cage some young birds from a nest, 
and after they were six weeks' old we put dishes of water in 
the cage. They seemed disinclined to bathe when it was 
cold, or when anyone was in sight. In the hot sun, however, 
one would immediately bathe, if the spectator was well 
screened, with the usual motions, but neither of the other 
birds would use the polluted water. The young birds used 
slightly different methods of drying to the adults, or rather 
similar methods on a reduced scale, i.e., they hung their 
wings half spread to the sun and wind and seldom more than 
half fanned the tail. 

Hunting, apart from supplying food to the nest, seems to 
take place chiefly early and late in the day, especially in the 
hot months and on very sunny days. Sometimes the bird 
will hunt in the hot hours, but I think this is the result of 
unsuccessful expeditions earlier, and is sometimes merely 
for amusement. Several times in August I have seen a Hawk 
sweep from a perch into a flock of birds, or over a single bird, 
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scaring its prey badly, but making no attempt to kill one, 
and returning at once to perch. I was extremely lucky on 
the evening of August 26th, 1918, to witness a cock Sparrow-
Hawk playing with a large rabbit in this way. 

The Hawk had, in my opinion, just fed, and was sunning 
itself on a low, bare branch of a spruce on the side of a 
wood. Fifty yards away was a similar bare branch of an 
elm. There was no fence round the wood, but a wide, deep 
ditch, which had recently been " mudded out " into the wood 
in large heaps, and the outside of the mounds was quite dry. 
While the Hawk was sunning, a rabbit came and sat up on 
the top of a mound about half-way between the trees. Down 
swept the Hawk at once, and the rabbit flattened itself almost 
into the ground as the Hawk passed and then leapt some two 
feet into the air and sat up again ; the Hawk alighted on 
the elm branch. Then it turned and swept back over the 
rabbit to the spruce, with the same motions by both. This 
happened several times before I was spied, but I had seen 
enough to be sure of one thing, and that was that the Hawk 
never dropped its foot, i.e., it never struck or intended to strike 
at the rabbit, but was merely playing. The bird was sunning 
itself when the sun had lost its power, about three-quarters 
of an hour before setting. Two evenings later I had time to 
revisit the same spot and made a long detour to get to a point 
whence I could view the same spot unseen, but there was 
no Hawk on either perch. After waiting a while I got over 
a fence into the field adjoining the wood and, just as I got 
clear of the fence (which ran to the right from the wood), 
a hen Hawk left a sunning branch in an oak not far from the 
fence and swept down towards the ground away from me. 
Out of the aftermath a Partridge jumped up at the Hawk, 
which swerved up and back to the perch ; this happened 
three times, and then the old Partridge flew away with some 
of the brood. Then the Hawk swept down again at the rest, 
which were running for the fence and just got off the ground 
as the Hawk got over them. The Hawk passed over one, 
almost touching it, and all the birds dropped into the grass 
again. This happened at least twice more before the Part
ridges gained the fence. Yet the Hawk never once attempted 
to seize the bird, but was obviously merely playing. 

These instances both took place in the evening : I have 
seen others of a similar nature in the mid-day sun, but not 
with mammals. 

Of preening in the sun at the nest I have written before. 
As or pteening at other times, birds seem to vary very 
considerably, but not many of them will select a site in 
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the full strength of the sun for the operation. Preening 
normally seems to follow a meal as night does day: the 
usual site selected is a dead and sloping branch, in my experi
ence not so often a horizontal branch : a live branch with a 
good length free from twigs is also often used both for a 
feeding place, particularly by the hen during the incubation 
period, and for preening afterwards. After the main brooding 
period is over, the hen will select some such site near the 
nest and the choice of this site appears to depend on the 
direction of the wind. It is usually up-wind from the nest, 
probably because the cock brings the food down-wind or 
across wind to such a position relative to the nest. Another 
great point in the selection of the site seems to be a clear 
view of the nest and as much space in other directions as 
is possible in the wood. The amount of sun power the bird 
requires appears also to depend on the nature of the wind, 
i.e., the colder the wind the more likely the bird will be to get 
in the full sun. This habit on the part of the sitting bird 
of perching somewhere not far away, when not brooding, 
makes it necessary to get a friend to relieve one at a stated 
time. Otherwise the hen will see you getting out of the hut, 
and that very soon makes her a difficult subject, to put it 
mildly. I have several peep-holes as a rule, and have learned 
by experience to look up-wind first, but it is best to investigate 
all trees in the immediate neighbourhood of the nest for 
likely perching branches as soon as it is decided to leave the 
hut. I have many times found a bird using a projecting 
end of the hut frame as the look-out post. The amount of 
time a bird can spend without moving on one of these perches 
is quite astonishing. Except for turning the head occa
sionally and sometimes changing its stance from one foot to 
both or the other, she may not stir for hours. Last June 
on one hot day I watched my hen in the same spot for more 
than three hours, and was very thankful when some children 
came into the wood and frightened her. At the time the sun 
had not reached the nest; it being Sunday morning, and my 
arrangements having been made chiefly for afternoon watching. 

Even for their curious flights sun and the wind must not 
be over a certain mild strength, at any rate low down. It 
seems useless to watch for these nights if there is rain, fog 
or much wind. At any rate, I have often got up here before 
daybreak to watch, on what seemed, at that hour, an ideal 
morning, but which after dawn turned out wet or windy, but 
without success. Building, and more especially early building, 
is spasmodic and seems again to depend on the weather. 
I have found a new nest as early as February 17th (1918) 
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almost complete. February 16th and 17th were very sunny 
days, the 15th fairly sunny, 8th and 9th sunny. The last 
week of January, too, was very fairly sunny. This nest was 
in the same fork which the birds had used in 1917, when the 
nest was robbed and torn down. In March the boys found 
the nest and at once, knowing it was new, began to climb up 
to it so that the trunk was absolutely shiny before the end 
of the term. I think some of the village boys used to visit 
it in the holidays, for in May the bird had not laid, but started 
a new nest at the end of April and completed it in a very few 
days, but never got a chance to incubate. 

In 1917 this paii was building in March. I used to get 
up early to try and find out if they built before sunrise and 
had a succession of foggy or misty mornings. The hide was 
of faggots and some way from the nest. I never saw either 
bird near the nest before 8 a.m. No addition was visible 
except after a sunny day, sometimes then very little, and 
sometimes quite a lot generally after the brightest day. 
When, however, one arranges the branches round the nest by 
judicious lopping, so as to get the sun on the nest at a con
venient time for hut observation, one cannot only get interest
ing notes at close quarters, but occasionally a desirable 
photograph. I have done this at four of the nests I have 
hutted. The first time I did it foolishly, and the heat on the 
hut was consequently almost unbearable when the sun was 
on it. I only got very few notes or photographs, because 
after my first terrible sufferings from the heat I arranged 
strings from the hut to make a noise on the ground in order 
to put the bird off as soon as the heat became really oppressive. 
This bird was brooding, and always " stuck it out, " though 
in great distress; the sun made her pant almost as soon as 
she got on the nest. She opened her bill and not only did 
her tongue work, but the whole of her body vibrated with 
the panting. Twice I watched her thus for periods of over 
three hours on successive days at the end of July. During 
these spells the cock did not come near, and as the young 
were newly hatched and did not want much food, it was 
obviously unnecessary to hunt in that heat; it is possible, 
of course, that sometimes he was out of luck, but the same 
thing happened at other nests during about the same hours 
too often for mere chance to be the right explanation. 

My other huts were better arranged. Two were built in 
trees next to the nest-tree and one in the nest-tree. In the 
first two there was no need to cut the foliage over the hut, 
and in the third I was careful to leave as much as possible. 
In each of these cases I had the hut ready some days before 
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the bird could be due to hatch : in one all the eggs were 
infertile. 

In the first of these, before the eggs hatched, as soon as 
the sun fully got on the nest the bird would stand up on the 
rim, and preen and stretch herself. She would never stand 
for long, but do a bit, then sit, and then get up and do a little 

Fig. i . SPARROW-HAWK : Preening. 

(Photographed by J. H. Owen.) 

more. At other times she used merely to stand up to stretch 
and after a minute or so brood again. When the young were 
hatched she usually confined herself to stretching, and did 
much less preening. During the nestling period, however, 
there was always considerable wind, and the sun never really 
worried her even when it was full on the nest, as the days were 
seldom really hot. 
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In the second nest, the hen did a great deal of preening and 
very little stretching while the sun was on the nest. At 
this nest the sun was full on it from 2.30 to 5, and we had 
some really hot days. She sat only for short periods during 
the time the sun troubled her, and occasionally flew 
away from the nest, to return shortly with a small twig. 
These twigs were sometimes placed with care, but more often 
quite casually dropped on the rim of the cup. 

Unfortunately, she never made the slightest pause on the 
nest when she brought a twig, and so I never succeeded in 
getting a photographic record of it. This bird also brought 
fresh leaves to the nest occasionally and dropped them in the 
cup of the nest. The curious thing was that she always 
brought elm leaves, and there was no elm tree within a hundred 
yards, the nest being in an oak wood and actually built in 
an oak. Young ash, poplars, lime and hornbeam lay between 
the nearest elm and the nest. The wood is more than sixty 
acres in extent, and I do not think there are half a dozen elms 
in it. The selection of elm leaves is the more curious as the 
Hawk usually builds the greater part of the nest of the same 
wood as the tree in which the nest is placed. The other nest 
gave better results, as I had strong sun on the nest every 
afternoon I visited it after the eggs had hatched. This bird 
was very timid and often stayed away for some time after 
I had got into the hut. She would usually wait until she had 
got food from the cock, and then come and feed the young. 
After the meal, which of course she served up with her back 
to the wind, she would not brood if the sun was very strong. 
She would try to make her body a sun screen instead, even when 
the young were very small. She would partly expand and 
depress her wings so that her bulk would throw a big shadow. 
Then if her body was not in a direct line from the sun to the 
young she would gradually edge round the rim of the nest 
until it was ; that is, until the rays of the sun were directly 
on her back. She then, while the young were very small, 
would very slowly move forward into the cup of the nest and 
crouch there so that the young were completely shaded by her. 
At this stage she did not fan her tail at all. As the young 
grew and filled the nest her methods became different. Her 
tail was slightly fanned, and instead of crouching low over the 
young she gradually assumed a more upright position. Her 
wings were not so much expanded and she made no attempt 
to screen all the young. She simply turned her back to the 
sun, and if a young one wished to make use of her shadow, 
it was welcome to it. Usually only one did so, or tried to 
do so, at a time, but the heat kept the young perpetually 
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shuffling round the nest, and, therefore, the one in the shade 
was nearly always changing. The hen's powers of endurance 
were wonderful, and the time she kept the crouching position 
amazed me, for she would not alter it at all until the cock 
came again, after it might be two or three hours, or even until 

Fig. 2. SPARROW-HAWK : Making the body into a sun-screen. 
{Photographed by J. H. Owen.) 

the shadows began to cover the nest again ; although she 
would be panting all the time. Sometimes she would be 
brooding before the sun reached the nest, and then she did 
not get up, but simply brooded on. The young could not 
endure to be under her and squirmed their bodies free, panting 
and lying exhausted on the nest with their necks outstretched. 
If the hen happened to be away, when the sun came on the 



Fig. 3. SPARROW-HAWK : She turned her back to the sun, and, in turns, the young made use of 
her shadow. (Photographed by J. H. Owen.) 



Fig. 4. SPARROW-HAWK : The young panting and lying exhausted with necks outstretched. 
{Photographed by J. H. Owen.) 
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nest, the young were very soon in difficulties. They panted and 
could not keep still, but crawled or rather squirmed their way all 
over the nest. Dozens of times I have expected to see one 
topple off the edge of the nest, and been on the point of slipping 
out to rescue i t ; but instinct, I suppose, has warned it to 
change direction and regain safety. Sometimes two of them 
in their wanderings run up against each other, and the contact 
seems to quieten them for a short time, but soon they recom
mence their rambles. At times all the young will be spread-
eagled about the nest; necks outstretched, wings partly so, 
bills open and bodies absolutely flat on the nest. Of course 
the heat takes the energy and life out of the young very much. 
This is evidenced by their disinclination to feed if the cock 
brings a meal during the hot spell. There is none of that 
rapid drawing up to the " jo in t" that takes place in a more 
comfortable temperature. Neither is the rapid simultaneous 
grab for the bit torn off by the hen much in evidence. In
stead, it may be that not one will attempt to get up to be fed. 
Then the hen's anxiety is really touching. She seems quite 
at a loss to know what to do. She may tear off bits and, 
after holding them in the tip of her bill for a short time, 
swallow them herself. She may reach over another bit and offer 
it to one or other of the young. If it is accepted that young
ster usually turns and comes up to the normal position and then 
the chances are that more of the young may follow. But 
they have no appetite and seem to sicken of the food, and the 
hen has to eat most of it herself. At a very early stage she 
may help the young to the proper position ; after that I 
have seen her tear off a bit of meat and draw it across the 
top of the nestling's bill: after this is done once or twice 
the young one usually opens the bill, and then the meat is 
put in very quickly and gently, and is very languidly bolted. 

As the young get fledged and are able to stand they are 
left to seek shade for themselves, and I think that under the 
circumstances they begin to climb up branches away from 
the nest at an earlier age than usual. In wet weather the 
young cannot preen; in warm, dry weather they spend an 
enormous amount of their time preening when once brooding 
has stopped ; if, however, the sun gets on them, in any 
strength, they are quite incapable of the exertion required. 


