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NOTES ON THE BREEDING OF THE LESSER 
KESTREL. 

BY 

F. N. CHASEN. 

Two species of Kestrels are found commonly in Macedonia. 
Falco tinnunculus is resident, but in most districts it would 
appear to be numerically inferior to the smaller F. naumanni 
(Lesser Kestrel), which is a so-called " summer " migrant 
to the country, but which, in truth, spends the greater part 
of the year in Macedonia, arriving from its winter quarters 
early and departing thence late. 

The valley of the river Struma, or Struma plain, is par
ticularly favoured by F. naumanni, and there the home life 
of this bird can be studied with advantage—if not under the 
most favourable circumstances. The salient features of 
the breeding-habits of such a well-known species have, 
naturally enough, been worked out, but the Lesser Kestrel 
appears to be more adaptable and less conservative in its 
habits than most Accipitres, and the conditions under which 
it was met with by the present writer certainly differ in some 
interesting points from those given in the accounts of quite 
a number of its historians. 

In the spring of 1917 I happened to be living at Ormanli, 
which is a small village lying between the river Struma and 
the Rupel Pass, and a certain corner of this village must have 
offered some special attraction to the Lesser Kestrels. This 
selected locality consisted of the dilapidated mosque and 
neighbouring priest's house (unoccupied), with numerous 
dwellings of the ordinary native type in close proximity. 

As early as March 8th a pair of Kestrels were paying 
marked attention to the mosque, but they had domestic 
troubles from the beginning. A large number of Jackdaws 
had taken up their abode in the courtyard and were always 
disputing over every available nesting site in the neighbour
hood. A pair of Little Owls spent days in moping in a spare 
corner of the mosque, apparently resigned to their fate and 
contented to have anywhere that the rowdy Jackdaws chanced 
to leave them. In addition to these birds, dozens of Sparrows 
and Starlings were quarrelling over the smaller nooks and 
holes in every corner. A huge tree growing by the door of 
the priest's house had already been appropriated by a pair 
of Doves. When the Lesser Kestrels arrived, the com
plications of this motley crowd were far too intricate for a 
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man to understand; but anyhow, the hawks showed more 
spirit in contesting the claims of the Jackdaws than any of 
the other birds had seemed to do, and in two days after their 
arrival they had established a firm claim to a suitable hole 
under the low roof of a long mud-built hut which was being 
used by troops as a stable for mules. 

The entrance to this nesting place was about six feet from 
the ground, and very conspicuous by reason of the white 
splashes of excrement that marked it. Every time the birds 
entered the hole they had to swoop within a few inches of 
the mules' tails. Transport drivers were constantly at work 
within a few feet of this nesting site, grooming mules and 
saddle cleaning, and usually singing and shouting about their 
work. Mules, too, are not quiet creatures to live with or near. 
The Kestrels, however, soon became very confiding, and would 
sit about the low fig-trees growing near their home and allow 
a very close approach. It was then that one could see the 
pink flushed breast of the male, which is so very much more 
evident in a live bird than in the newest of skins. 

Shortly after this pair of birds had settled down to a more 
or less peaceful existence, another pair of Kestrels arrived 
in the district and duly contested their right to live with the 
quarrelsome Jackdaws. This pair were not quite so successful 
in their campaign, and eventually had to settle down under 
the low roof of another native hovel about sixty yards from 
the mosque. The two pairs of hawks agreed remarkably 
well and frequently combined forces to repel the Jackdaws. 
Several other pairs soon appeared in the village and its 
environs, and by March 24th I was aware of six intending 
nests within a short radius of the mosque. All of these were 
under the tiled roofs of native houses and entered by a hole 
in the eaves. In most cases the nest was well under the roof 
and beyond reach from the outside, but once I found eggs 
almost on top of the wall, i.e., just under the eaves, and later 
heard of other similar cases. 

One pair of birds were unfortunate in their choice of a 
site. They chose a space between the low roof of a room— 
being used as a bedroom—and the tiles. Prodigious scratch
ing and scrambling noises through the night proved too 
much for the nerves of the occupant of the room, and thinking 
that the season was not sufficiently advanced to prevent the 
birds from choosing another home, under some other person's 
roof for preference, he blocked up the entrance hole of the 
nest with a large clod of earth. As he had surmised, the 
Kestrels soon established themselves in a neighbouring 
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cottage. In the course of a few days the man who had turned 
them out unblocked the hole for the purpose of seeing how 
far the Kestrels had progressed with their domestic arrange
ments, but he quite forgot to replace the clod of earth when 
he had finished. Within a very few hours the Kestrels had 
returned to their original home, in which they subsequently 
reared a brood. 

The behaviour of this species before the more strenuous 
duties of incubation began is worthy of note. The birds in 
Ormanli spent many hours circling and swooping about in 
the air, above or near their nests, uttering incessantly a harsh 
'' Kee-chee-chee." Most of the sunnier hours of the day would 
be spent in this manner, and at dusk all the birds in the 
neighbourhood would form into one large band and repeat 
the performance. Each pair of birds also had their own 
favourite perch—usually a particular twig on the tree nearest 
to their nest. Here they would huddle most affectionately 
together. 

The females sat very close, and, scrambling up the mud 
walls to look at eggs, I was twice nicked in the face by the 
wing of a parent bird which had remained on its eggs till the 
last moment. Sometimes, if the eggs were not very far back, 
I would come face to face with the sitting bird. It was 
simple to catch the old birds by putting a piece of net over the 
entrance hole and I saw one man catch a female by grabbing 
her as she darted off the eggs. On one occasion a male flew 
into a room in pursuit of a large grasshopper and was captured. 

Copulation was first noticed at the beginning of April, and 
was very frequent about the 19th of the month. It usually 
took place on the topmost slender twig of a tree and in such a 
precarious position that both sexes had to extend their wings 
and strive hard to maintain their balance. A low chattering, 
which is a peculiarly penetrating noise, was made the whole 
time. For a long time I believed that this noise was only 
made during the process of mating, but on a later occasion 
a pair were heard chattering gently to each other as they sat 
at rest on the bough of a pomegranate bush. 

A nest in Ormanli contained two eggs on April 22nd. On 
June 8th a nest of young at Elisan were at least a week old. 

Lizards undoubtedly form a large part of the food of this 
species. It was a common sight to see a bird flying about 
with a lizard grasped in its feet, the reptile's long tail dangling 
down conspicuously. The reason for carrying food about 
in the air for some time is a little obscure. It may be that 
the bird is looking for a suitable place to eat its prey, or 
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perhaps the little hawk is prompted by the same reason that 
causes the sportsman to sling his ducks over the barrel of 
his gun, when returning home, although there may be ample 
room in his game bag! 

Sometimes a hen bird could be seen sitting complacently 
on a twig while the male was foraging for food. This obtained, 
the male would feed its mate with great solicitude, she greeting 
him on each arrival with a prolonged call. In the case of a 
lizard being brought—always in the feet—the male would 
transfer it to its beak just before alighting beside the female. 
The female would take a good bite or, rather, pull. The male 
would then transfer the remaining portion of the reptile to 
its feet again and take wing. It would then fly round the 
trees several times, indulge in a few aerial evolutions, and 
then deliver the remaining piece of lizard to the female. 
The fact of the hen bird being fed by the male when not 
actually on the nest seems particularly interesting. 

This hawk has a partiality for short nocturnal flights. 
In the middle of the night a single bird would swoop from 
under a roof and gambol about for some time round the 
trees—making use of the usual call-note meanwhile—and 
then return to the nest; a sitting bird just stretching its 
wings for a short time. 

Sometimes at noon, when it was very hot and sultry, there 
would be myriads of midges and other pests humming about 
in the air. Then perhaps sixty or more Kestrels would flock 
together and hunt the insects with many downward swoops 
and pursuing flutters. The normal behaviour of the Lesser 
Kestrel in the air, i.e., when not indulging in the Swallow-like 
lapses just described, is very like that of the larger Kestrel. 
Maybe the smaller species does not hover so often or so long, 
but it certainly does hover and in true Kestrel style. With 
quivering wings and tail bent down to its fullest extent, feet 
drawn up, and head and neck inclined downwards, eagerly 
scanning the earth, the Lesser Kestrel will remain poised 
practically stationary. Very often when a bird was hovering 
at a convenient height, and against a good background, I 
would gaze fixedly at it for some time to try and determine 
how much a Kestrel does deviate from its course when 
hovering. It was easy to get the tip of the tail to coincide 
with a dark speck in the clouds, or perhaps the head with a 
narrow rift in the blue sky, and unless the bird changed 
position, obviously with intent, it would not shift a degree 
from its position. After a spell of hovering there may be 
a short sail, a make-belief swoop, a few flaps of the wings, 
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perhaps a change of direction, and then another hover. In 
fact, the behaviour is very similar to that of the Common 
Kestrel. 

Small grass fires are extremely common in the summer in 
Macedonia, and columns of smoke can often be seen curling 
upwards from many parts of the country at once. As soon 
as the tiniest wisp of smoke wreathes up from the hillside 
the Kestrels begin to arrive, and the aggregate of the small 
flocks that unite on these occasions often totals more than a 
hundred birds. The birds show great activity in pouncing 
on the scattering grasshoppers and other victims of the fire. 
In the autumn flocks composed of young birds of the year 
are common. 

A number of nestlings examined in June were very uniform 
in their appearance. The beak and fleshy angle of the gape 
were flesh coloured. All the bare skin on the head—and 
there was a good deal of it—was of the palest green, the legs, 
toes and claws were yellow and quite as bright as in the adult. 

A friend of mine took a pair of nestlings from the nest and 
reared them. These youngsters spent most of their time 
asleep, keeping one eye open and the other shut. Their 
clamouring for food was incessant, but they were always 
satisfied by pushing pieces of army " bully-beef " down their 
throats. These two birds became very attached to the man 
who fed them, and even when they were fully fledged and 
capable of fending for themselves, they could always be found 
—when hungry—sitting on the top of their owner's bivouac. 
They were allowed complete liberty, and would make long 
flights over the surrounding hills, being absent for several 
hours. On their return they would not infrequently settle 
on the head or shoulders of their owner, who could also induce 
them to do this by means of low whistles. One day they 
made a long flight only returning to our camp in the evening 
to roost. The next day they flew off and never returned. 

A female accidentally captured when it had eggs was one 
of the most untractable and ferocious birds I have ever 
handled, but a pair of adult birds taken earlier in the spring 
lived quite contentedly in captivity with a Little Owl. 


