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OBSERVATIONS ON THE BREEDING-HABITS 
OF THE MERLIN. 

I.—GENERAL ENVIRONMENT. 

BY 

W . R O W A N , M.SC, M.B.O.U., F.Z.S. 

IN the following notes, which embody the results of several 
seasons' work on the Merlin (Falco c. cesalon), I should like to lay 
emphasis on the fact that the few generalities indulged in apply 
to a specified area—Barden and Embsay Moors near Skipton, 
Yorks. Even so I have preferred to give detailed account 
of two particular nests kept under constant and close observa
tion, rather than to generalize freely. Individual eccentricities 
are very well developed amongst birds, and although the 
behaviour of the two families dealt with appears to be typical 
of the species in general within our area, it may not be typical 
of the bird for other districts. My own experience with 
the Merlin in Wales and Scotland has been too slight usefully 
to judge the question from this aspect, but since several 
other species exhibit unexpected local traits in widely sepa
rated districts, it is possible that the Merlin is also subject 
to variation in habits. 

I should like to express my thanks to Mr. Stephen Birch, 
the Duke of Devonshire's head keeper on his Yorkshire 
estates, for the continual trouble he has taken to give me 
every possible facility in my work, for his personal help 
on innumerable occasions, and for the valuable information 
that his keen interest in bird-life has enabled him to give me. 
My thanks are also due to other keepers on the estate for 
frequent assistance, particularly Messrs. Binns, Isherwood 
and Tatter sal. 

The two moors concerned in these notes, known respec
tively as Embsay and Barden Moors, in reality form a single 
stretch of moorland nearly twenty square miles in area, 
fringed, except along their contiguous borders (demarcated 
by a stone wall), with pastures and occasional plantations. 
The whole is encircled by a road joining the villages of 
Burnsall, Barden, Embsay and Grassington. 

The vegetation is typical, the predominating plant of 
the association being ling (Calluna) relieved in the damper 
parts by patches of bog-moss (Sphagnum) and various coarse 
grasses, e.g., Molinia. Bell-heather (Erica tetralix) occurs 
in very limited quantities, while extensive stretches of 
bracken (Pteris) and less frequent ones of bilberry (Vactinium, 
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myrtillus) are also found. One important factor in the 
spread of bracken appears to be the method employed in 
heather burning. If this is left until the ling has passed 
its prime (eight to ten years' growth) the chances of bracken 
encroaching on the cleared ground appear to be very great. 
The extent to which this affects the distribution of the 
Merlin, which prefers very old heather to any other nesting-
site, will be seen below. 

The area comprises a number of well-marked elevations, 
Burnsall, Thorpe and Cracoe Fell being the three highest 
points along the southern and western borders. High ground 
continues along the eastern edge in the heights known as 
Crookrise, Embsay and East by Crags. The northern edge 
sinks down into Wharfedale. The majoiity of streams, 
therefore, have a north to south flow. 

An examination of a large number of Merlin eyries cannot 
fail to impress on the observer certain striking similarities 
which seem never to be wanting. The most characteristic 
of all is probably the view obtained from the nest. There 
is the almost invariable valley to one side, on looking down 
which one gets an expansive view of rolling moorland and 
distant fells. (Fig. i.) On looking upstream one generally 
finds one is near the head of the valley, with the view limited 
by a hilltop close at hand. More detailed study reveals 
with regular monotony the proximity of a path, or more 
occasionally a fence or stone wall. Above the nest there 
will be as a rule a well " chalked " boulder or two (sometimes 
a very large number) (Fig. 2), while on the opposite side 
of the valley, frequently below the level of the eyrie, will 
be some more boulders evidently in use. The eggs them
selves will in most cases be found in very old heather and 
there is no doubt that the bird prefers this to anything else. 
But there is an exception, for the nest may be placed in 
bracken. This plant is an annual of late appearance and 
in an average season the only signs of it at the time of nidifica-
tion are the desiccated remains of the previous year's growth. 
As far as I could ascertain the histories of the few bracken 
areas patronized, they are growths replacing old ling which 
has been burnt and which had itself harboured an eyrie. 
During the years intervening between the destruction of the 
heather and the coming of the bracken, Merlins were absent. 

These conditions together constitute a typical eyrie and 
render the finding of the nest in these circumstances merely 
a matter of a little patience. Atypical eyries seem to differ 
only in certain respects. The rule that the nest should be 
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within a few feet of the edge of the heather or bracken patch 
holding it, I have never known to be broken. The long 
view I have never known to be wanting. The proximity 
of a path or fence has proved invariable. On the other 
hand, there may be but a single boulder or even none. A 
valley is not always there, the sloping side of a fell occasionally 
affording a suitable site. 

A nest found by Isherwood some years back, the site of 
which was shown me, was placed in the centre of a small 
heather tuft growing on the top of a boulder on a steep 
hillside in a bed of bracken. The usual view was obtained 
from this spot and a path was close at hand. 

As far as the Embsay and Barden Moors are concerned, 
the streams, as noted, run to northward, and the long view 
is obtained in that direction. On adjoining moors, 
however, e.g., Barden Fell Moor, the valleys run in the 
opposite direction and the long view is then seen to the 
south. The direction thus appears to be immaterial. The 
bank that provides the best view is invariably chosen, no 
matter what its relation to the sun may be, a gently sloping 
portion of it always providing the ultimate site. But it 
appears that a valley devoid of a path, stone wall or fence, 
however desirable in other respects, is not used. 

The simplest way of locating a nest is by means of the 
perching boulders, invariably streaked with lime, or to use 
the local expression, " chalked." If the ground is frequented 
only by Merlins, as is most often the case, it is quite possible 
to find the nest merely by a careful inventory of the 
" chalkings." A shooting butt, if correctly situated, makes 
a favourite substitute for a boulder. A small mound of 
earth will be similarly used and often is (Fig. 3), though 
such all too frequently escape observation. It is the relative 
positions of the perches, no matter what constitutes them, 
that is so constant that the finding of the nest by them alone 
is rendered possible. Since both birds are tight sitters it 
is more often than not necessary to pass within a few feet 
of them to put either off, a habit that does not facilitate the 
finding of the eggs very greatly. The fact that no Merlins 
are to be seen or heard on visiting what is supposed to be 
an eyrie, is of no significance. If the hen is incubating the 
cock is mostly out of sight and sound, and since the hen 
generally refuses to stir till one is almost on her, a casual 
visit to the eyrie may reveal nothing. Should the cock be 
sitting, however, the hen is usually dozing on a neighbouring 
perch, and will get up in the air and show great excitement, 



MERLIN : Fig. i . View from the nest. Hen approaching. 
(Photographed by W. Rowan.) 
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which may or may not fetch her mate off, according to the 
stage of incubation. If no Merlins are seen, a two-hour 
wait in hiding is mostly enough to determine the presence of 
the birds as the male is but seldom absent for a longer period. 
As he almost invariably feeds the hen upon his return and 
relieves her at the nest, such a watch is frequently rewarded 
by the finding of the exact site. 

The locating of the nest by means of the " chalked" 
boulders may be rendered more complex and even impossible 
by the use of the same area by a pair of Kestrels, Tawny or 
Short-eared Owls, and occasionally Sparrow-Hawk, if the 
site chance to be near a suitable wood. 

The finding of an eyrie may sound, from the above remarks, 
far simpler than it actually is. On the twenty square miles 
dealt with in these notes, there are almost countless sites 
that appear to fulfil all requirements, and yet not more than 
four pairs of Merlins have ever been recorded thereon in a 
single season. This is, no doubt, explained by the Law of 
Territory, and the demands of the Merlin in this respect are 
extraordinarily great. It is a common thing to find the 
Tiercel hunting two miles from his eyrie, and at times he 
may be seen even farther afield. That the law of territory 
is respected is certain, for two eyries are never found close 
together. Birch informs me that he has known a couple 
only a mile apart, but he considers such proximity very 
exceptional. 

On the eastern slope of Barden Fell there are two gills, 
known respectively as Lesser and Greater Hay Gills. Their 
heads are separated by nearly a mile but they rapidly 
converge. No year passes without a nest on one or the 
other, as they both offer ideal conditions, but two nests in 
the same season, one on each gill, have yet to be recorded. 

The law of territory may account for the limiting of 
numbers, but it throws no light on the actual choice of sites, 
which offers a most interesting problem. With a very large 
number of possibilities to choose from, most of which have 
at some time or another actually been used and have thus 
proved their eligibility, the Merlins show an extraordinary 
preference for a small minority which will hold an eyrie 
year after year without a break. It is in this case not a 
question of the same pair of birds returning to a favoured 
haunt in successive seasons, for it is but rarely that a hawk 
attempting to breed on these moors survives to tell the 
tale, but rather one of certain sites attracting new birds 
annually. Two concrete examples of what I mean will 
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make this statement clearer. A patch of old ling on Cracoe 
Fell held in 1898 a Merlin's nest and eggs, both owners of 
which were trapped and killed and the eggs destroyed. 
The year following another pair nested on the same spot, 
both birds again being killed and the eggs taken. Eighteen 
years later this patch of heather was burned, but during the 
nineteen years that elapsed from the trapping of the first 
pair to the time of the burning, nineteen pairs of Merlins 
were killed, one pair each year without a miss and not a 
single egg was hatched. Yet there were a score of other 

MERLIN : Fig. 2. A typical " Merlin boulder." 
(Photographed by W. Rowan.) 

sites on the moor that the newcomers might have chosen. 
In another instance, during the same period, a pair of Merlins 
was trapped on an old bed of ling for each of twelve successive 
years, not a single bird escaping and not an egg hatching. 
The heather was then fired. Thus for twelve years these 
two sites attracted each a pair of Merlins out of an annual 
average of three or four breeding pairs on the whole moor. 
That they offered some special attraction there can be no 
doubt, but exactly what it may have been is not clear. The 
only certain factor is that the old bed of heather was not 
the attraction, for in one of these two cases bracken has 
now appeared in the place of the ling, and Merlins have 
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once again shown their love for this site by breeding and 
meeting their inevitable death. There are other spots that 
seem to be as popular at the present time and will, no doubt, 
eventually have very long runs. Instances of unbroken 
ones of five or six years with a fresh pair of birds every year 
are too frequent to quote. The destruction of the old bed 
of ling always terminates the series, but as noted above, the 
ultimate appearance of bracken may reinstate the popularity 
of the site. 

It is very generally assumed that if a nesting spot is used 
annually by any given species of bird, it is not merely the 
same species but the same individuals that return. Even 
Walpole Bond, in his delightful book, Field Studies of Some 
Rarer British Birds, infers that it is the same pair of Merlins 
that go back to a given spot year after year until it has 
been " improved," when they seek a fresh site. But even 
if the birds are protected on their breeding grounds—a rare 
concession—they all too frequently fall victims to gunners 
during the winter months. In the case of hawks in particular 
and all avian " vermin " in general, it seems to me that to 
assume the safe return of any pair of birds to their breeding 
grounds year after year is travelling beyond the realm of 
probability. With passerine species the case is very different, 
for they are comparatively free from molestation, and the 
ringing of such birds as Swallows has proved that the same 
pair does return to its old haunts ; but if these birds were 
destroyed with their nest and eggs, would an unrelated pair 
choose the same roof the year following ? The answer is 
probably yes. With the Crow, Jay, Magpie, Kestrel, 
Sparrow-Hawk, and even the Long-tailed Tit, I have a great 
deal of evidence which goes to prove that with these birds 
the same fascination exists in certain nesting-sites as in the 
case of the Merlin, and that failing the return of the previous 
owners to one of these, fresh individuals will occupy that 
same territory rather than any other, however much latitude 
of choice there may appear to be. 

One other interesting point arises in this connection. 
Considering the steady persecution to which these birds 
are subjected, where does the unfailing supply of Merlins 
come from ? At best, but a small percentage of the nesters 
can possibly be locally bred. In a successful year from the 
gamekeepers' point of view, not a single youngster is reared, 
not a single old bird returns south, and successful years are 
quite frequent. Is it not possible that even as one site in a 
district is preferable to any other, so one district in the 
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country is preferable to all others ? The Merlin is rare in 
some localities where it was once abundant, but not so at 
Skipton and the West Riding generally, despite almost 
complete annual extermination. Is it possible that this 
district is drawing from others in which the species is 

MERLIN : Fig. 3. A mound of earth used as a perch instead of a 
boulder. 

(Photographed by W. Rowan.) 

disappearing ? To follow up the argument without deducing 
further evidence would probably be futile, but one cannot 
help imagining that such a theory would adapt itself 
admirably to the elucidation of several unsolved problems 
in connection with migration and the erratic and unexplained 
seasonal wanderings of many species of birds. 

(To be continued.) 


