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SOME BREEDING-HABITS OF THE SPARROW-
HAWK. 

(8) LAYING AND INCUBATION.—PART III. 

BY 

J. H. OWEN. 

SOME of my notes on this subject were published in British 
Birds, Vol. XII., pages 61, 74. These were not fully 
satisfactory, and I had hoped to supplement them by further 
observations when time and opportunity would allow. 
Since they appeared I have examined quite a large number 
of nests and most of the notes I have taken merely corroborate 
what has already been published. Many birds commence 
building operations in February as has already been stated. 
Some of the records for this year may be of interest on this 
point. I had very little time to go round the woods in 
February but visited several of them in March. I then 
found seven nests in process of construction. Six of them 
had eggs in them in May, but the birds left the seventh, 
which was being built on an old nest, and constructed an 
entirely new one on the top of a hawthorn bush overgrown 
with honeysuckle. Another pair of birds, in a wood I 
could not visit then, made up one old nest but deserted it 
in May and then built up, and used, the nest we "hu t t ed" 
and photographed in July 1915. 

Out of twenty-six nests, found this year, as careful an 
examination of the material as could be made without 
destroying the nests shows that seventeen were entirely new, 
one was on a nest constructed in 1920 but not used then, 
four were on substantial old nests, one on a flimsy old one, 
one of the others was founded on a squirrel's drey, one on 
a Pigeon's nest and one on the bed of an old Magpie's. 

One nest was built in a hazel bush in a wood full of good 
sound oaks. It was in such a situation that the boy who 
tried to see into it shook down the nest and egg it contained. 
It was entirely newly built. The Hawks then built a nest 
in an oak immediately overlooking the previous situation. 

Of the nests of this year only three contained sets of six 
eggs, five contained four, one three, and the rest five. 

The first complete set of eggs was found on May 3rd and 
had been incubated the best part of a fortnight. Other 
birds did not finish laying until May 17th, but the majority 
had finished before May 10th. Very few sets had the very 
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dark markings this year, most being blotched with light 
brown ; in several, one egg, and very rarely more than one, 
showed that the egg had rotated considerably while the 
pigment was being laid on. One egg is very striking : the 
ground-colour, where visible, has a very decided light green 

Hen Sparrow-Hawk crouching over young a few hours old and a 
hatching egg : thus keeping off the sun, but not the air. 

(Photographed by J. H. Owen.) 

tinge, but the whole egg is uniformly coloured with pale 
brown so that very little ground-colour shows ; the brown 
marks show the rotation movement. In one set the last egg 
laid has not a vestige of a mark on it. 

In all the nests we have watched for any period it has been 
quite the general thing for material to be added throughout 
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the incubation, and tor the greater part of the nestling periods. 
I personally saw the cock bring a twig to a nest while the 
hen was away, during incubation. Dr. Lewis saw a cock 
bring twigs during the nestling period. In 1919 T. Collyer 
helped me to photograph a nest. Unfortunately, the bird 
only had two eggs. One of these was infertile, and the chick 
from the other died when very young. The hen sat on the 
other egg for two or three days more before deserting it, and 
even after that brought fresh material to the nest. 

Two nests have been visited daily, or oftener when 
necessary, to try to make more certain of the incubation 
period. The results seem likely to make the confusion on 
this point greater than ever. 

No. 1. Nest in an apple tree in a large orchard 1919. 
Laid. Chipped. Hatched. 

1 May 13 June 18 June 21 ) None out 10 p.m. 
2 ,, 15 „ 18 „ 21 / June 20 ; all out 
3 ,, 17 ,, 18 ,, 21 ) 11. a.m. June 21. 
4 ,, 19 ,, 19 ,, 22 
5 ,, 21 ,, 21 ,, 22 

This bird was immature and absurdly timid. It required 
the greatest caution to get a glimpse of her on the nest unless 
it was pelting with rain. All the observations had to be made 
at a distance and from the ground. Judging from the eggs, 
I estimated that she began to sit after No. 3 was laid, as they 
were always warmish after then. This would give a period 
of 35 days for the first three, 33 for No. 4, and 31 for No. 5, 
which sounds too great a variation to be correct. On the 
other hand, the first four eggs took each three days full to 
hatch after chipping, whereas two is more normal and the 
chipping period for No. 5 is short. A shower in the night 
June 21/22 may have contributed towards that, as the 
moisture would certainly make the birth of the chick easier. 

The other nest is one at which we are still busy, and which 
is giving a certain amount of new and interesting information. 
Several boys are helping me to keep as large a watch on it 
as possible, but particularly J. Nott. This bird first of all 
prepared, and lined, and even brooded in, an old nest used 
last year and some years previous to that. This, to my 
disgust, she left, and I thought she had been shot, until 
May 14th, when, after finding signs of a Hawk in the wood, 
I found that the 1915 nest had been built up, and contained 
one egg and that the platform of the hut we used then was 
nearly safe and could easily be made absolutely sound, and 
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that all the sides were good enough. We therefore deter
mined to give up all the time we could to this nest. At first 
the bird was very shy and remained so until some four days 
after the hut was covered, and then she was wonderfully easy 
to deal with. She, too, is a young bird, but in excellent 
condition. Eggs very white with very good black blotches. 

Laid. Chipped. Hatched, 
i May 13 ? June 22 June 25 
2 , , 1 5 Found broken outside nest June 5. 
3 , , 1 7 June 24 June 25 
4 ,, 19 ,, 22 ,, 26 

No. 3 was not chipped when I entered the hut 4 p.m. 
June 24th, and was most decidedly chipped when I emerged 
an hour later. None of the eggs looked at all like hatching 
that night. This bird did not begin to sit until she had laid 
her last egg. When I visited the nest on May 18th the eggs 
were stone cold and never afterwards. The incubation period 
is amazingly long. According to the above observations it 
is 37 days for two eggs and 38 for the other. The chipping 
period too is very variable, one egg being chipped for less than 
twenty-four hours and one for approximately four days. 

I expected the eggs to begin chipping on June 19th, and wc 
got very nervous that we had kept the bird off too long and 
ruined the eggs. We were very glad to be able to feel and 
hear the chicks inside the shells each day, but got very anxious 
as the days went by and no sign of chipping appeared. 
Even then we were afraid that with the great heat and drought 
they would be unable to get free. The old bird seemed very 
anxious too, and I saw her nibbling at the eggs more than 
once on June 24th. On June 25th the unhatched egg had 
got quite a hole broken away in the shell. The chicks, how
ever, were all fine and strong when they came out, and fed 
well enough when I saw them receive a meal on June 26th. 


	Some breeding-habits of the Sparrow-Hawk
	(8) Laying and incubation.-Part III


