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THE NESTING HABITS OF THE MERLIN IN 
SOUTH GLAMORGANSHIRE. 

BY 

GEOFFREY C. S. INGRAM. 

THE following notes are written with the intention of drawing 
attention to a rather unusual departure in the choice of nesting 
sites by the Merlin (Falco c. asalon). Lack of time and the 
difficulty of getting to the localities have prevented me from 
giving more than a few hours per annum to the study of these 
birds. They have nested in one of the three localities I know 
of since 1898, and most probably still earlier, but my first 
personal acquaintance with them dates from 1912, when on 
June 23rd a nest containing three eggs of the Partridge (Perdix 
p. perdix) was found, on the top of a sand-hill some 40-50 feet 
high, and only two hundred yards from the sea. The eggs 
were on the point of hatching, and a female Merlin was sitting 
very hard on them. She was watched back to this nest on 
four separate occasions during the day. It was evident that 
some one had substituted the Partridge eggs for her proper 
clutch. I have wondered ever since what became of the 
youngsters when they hatched out. 

This nest was a well-constructed one, quite different from 
the rough " scratch " which is usually thought good enough 
when the birds breed among typical surroundings. 

My next visit to this spot was made the following year on 
June 1st, 1913, when a day was spent among the sand-hills. 
Detailed instructions were given me by my friend H. M. Salmon, 
who had visited the place a week before and located the nest, 
and so it was not long before I found the right sand-hill. The 
female left as I reached the foot, and climbing up I found 
another well-made nest of grass with four eggs therein, of the 
proper kind this time. To obtain a photograph was a tiresome 
job, as the space at the top of the dune could easily have been 
covered by a circle three feet in diameter. 

I was unable to visit this haunt both in 1914 and 1915, but 
in 1916, my friend being home on leave, we made two special 
trips, and on the first, made on May 21st, after climbing and 
searching several sand-hills, we eventually struck the right 
one, the female Merlin dashing off as we climbed it. 

There were five eggs in the nest this time, and as in previous 
years it was well constructed of dead grass. Our second trip 
was on July 9th, and as we neared the spot we were greeted 
by the female flying around us in a very agitated way, uttering 
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her alarm-notes continually. We soon spotted two fully 
fledged young perched on the top of a dune, and later came 
across two more. Altogether we saw that day the two adult 
birds and four young, the latter strong on the wing. 

Nearly all the sand-hills in the vicinity of the nest bore on 
their summits some remains of the youngsters' meals. One 
in particular had four nearly fresh victims upon it, one headless 
but otherwise untouched, and quite fresh, another half eaten, 
another disembowelled and split. The remains were mostly 

MERLIN: LOCALITY " A." June i s t , 1913. 

Nest on summit of sand-hill in foreground. 
(Photographed by C. C. S. Ingram.) 

of young fledged Starlings (Sturnus v. vulgaris) and a Green
finch (Chloris c. Moris) was also recognizable. 

In June 1919 I found a pair nesting in a new locality, 
besides finding the usual nest at the old spot. These localities 
will henceforth be referred to as " A " and " B," " A " being 
the old site. 

" B " was some six miles away from " A " and in exactly 
similar country, sand-hills bordering the seashore and rising 
in some cases to well over fifty feet in height. 
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Extracts from my diary will give all the information I was 
able to pick up. 

June 7th, 1919.—Started to look around for the Merlins at " A." 
No signs of the birds, but I climbed to the top of several dunes, and 
after six at tempts struck the right one, the female dashing off as I 
touched the long grass a t the summit. The nest as usual, was well 
made and screened by the long grass growing all around it. I t was 

MERLIN'S NEST AND FIVE EGGS AT " A." May 21st, 1916. 

(Photographedby C. C. S. Ingram.) 

entirely composed of dead grass, lined with pieces of the same, chopped 
up small, and contained four eggs, and a feather from the tail of the 
female. 

June 8th and gth.—Searched unsuccessfully a t " B " for the nest of 
the second pair on both days. 

June 13th.—Visited the nest a t " A " again, and found two young 
and one egg in it and one egg lying outside. On picking the latter up 
I found it was empty. There was a small hole in the shell through 
which the contents had escaped. 

June 14th.—Made my third a t tempt to find the nest a t " B, " search-
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ing all the morning without any luck, or seeing a sign of the birds. 
Came across a Nightjar (Caprimulgus e. europtzus) siting on her two eggs 
on the bare sand, halfway up a sand-hill. Went out again in the even
ing to ' B " to put up a " hide " near the Nightjar's, and was rewarded 
with a fine view of the male Merlin mobbing two Ravens. The Merlin, 
flying quickly, singled out and overhauled one of the Ravens, and getting 
above it " stooped " like a flash, only to be met by beak and claws as 
the latter executed an amazingly quick sideways turn over on to its 
back, barking with rage. Met in this fashion the Merlin dropped below 
the Raven, which immediately righted itself and made off, only to be 
easily overtaken again by its game little adversary, who mounting 

MERLIN'S NEST, EGGS AND YOUNG AT " B." June 15th, 1919. 

(Photographed by G. C. S. Ingram.) 

above once more, compelled it to turn over to receive the charge again. 
These tactics went on until the birds dropped out of sight behind a dune. 
It was a beautiful display on the part of both birds, and the quickness 
of the Raven in turning over to receive the Merlin, and righting itself 
again, was wonderful. 

While erecting the " hide " a t the Nightjar's nesting place I heard a 
Merlin's call, and soon spotted it outlined against the setting sun, on the 
crest of a long and high sand-hill. As" I got my glasses on it , I was just 
in time to see another bird rise from the other side of the dune, alight 
for a moment beside its mate, and then drop back out of sight again. 
This little incident set me thinking. I made a wide detour around the 
bird which had remained on the dune, until I had the sun on it, and saw 
tha t it was the male. Walked towards it, and it flew off. Climbed 
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to the spot it had left, and found a lot of fresh feathers and blood. This 
confirmed what I had suspected, namely, tha t the male had brought 
his kill to this place, and called the female off the nest, and she had come 
and fetched the prey a t the moment I saw the two birds together. 
Evidently the nest must be quite near, and looking around, I guessed 
on the high long sand-hill, just across a valley which divided i t from the 
one I was standing on. Crossed this valley and climbed the opposite 
ridge, and almost immediately flushed the female from a nest contain
ing two young and two eggs. 

As was the case with all the nests found at " A," this one was well 
and strongly constructed of dead grass stems. 

June 15th.—After spending the morning with the Nightjars, paid the 
Merlins a visit. The female was on the perch on the opposite side of 
the valley, and I flushed the male from the nest, which still contains 
two young and two eggs. 

June 16th.—From the " hide " near the Nightjar's nest saw the male 
Merlin chasing a Peregrine Falcon (Falco p. peregrinus). 

Paid a visit to the nest a t " A " in the afternoon. There are three 
young now. 

I did not see these nests again until June 29th, when accom
panied by my friend, we paid them both a flying visit. The 
three young at " A " were all in fine condition, but we only 
found two young in the nest at " B." Evidently the other 
two eggs were addled, and had been thrown out or buried in 
the loose sand, as the nest had been. There was no sign of 
food in or around either of the nests. 

There are one or two points of interest regarding these birds. 
The first is their choice of nesting sites, which seems to be not 
unusual in south Wales, for besides the two cases mentioned, 
I know of a third some twenty miles distant from " A," and in 
The Birds of Pembrokeshire the Rev. Murray A. Mathew, writes: 

" The Rev. C. M. Phelps evidently met with a nest on the coast in 
the south of the county. He found a nest on the top of one of the high 
sand-hills not far from Tenby, which contained four eggs, and surmised 
tha t they might be those of a Merlin." 

The second point is the substantial nature of the nests, so 
different from the usual scanty scrapes of the species. The 
photographs illustrate both points. 

A third point is the behaviour of the parent birds when 
disturbed from the nest. When there were eggs or newly 
hatched young in the nest, on being disturbed they retired, 
and did not venture back until the disturber had left the 
neighbourhood, but they became very demonstrative, 
especially the female, when the young were older, coming to 
meet the intruder as the nesting area was approached, 
continually uttering their alarm-note and flying around in a 
very agitated state. 


