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OBSERVATIONS ON THE BREEDING-HABITS 
OF THE MERLIN. 

III.—REARING OF THE YOUNG. 
BY 

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

{Continued from p, 202.) 

IN the middle of July 1918 I got word from one of the 
keepers on the outlying part of the moor that he had found 
a family of newly-hatched Merlins and would keep them for 
me if I so wished. The nest was four miles away across 
the moor, but I decided to have them, if for no other reason 
than to save their lives. So the next day we met and tramped 
over together. It was in the evening and the cock rose 
from the boulders, " Keking " wildly as we came into sight, 
to be followed almost at once by the hen which rose from the 
nest and also began " Keking." (The two notes were quite 
distinguishable.) Both eventually disappeared, but, as I 
discovered later when I knew them better, the hen at all 
events had only settled on the distant hilltop and had 
not actually gone. The young were quite small and still 
unable to walk. Like baby Sparrow-Hawks they could 
crawl about using the whole tarsus as a foot. They 
were clad entirely in white down, with yellow legs and a 
tinge of yellow at the base of the cere. The eyes were almost 
black and the tongue had a curious greenish cap at the tip, 
characteristic of these birds. It is no true cap, however, 
though it has that appearance, for it slowly disappeared as 
the birds grew. They had a most ferocious mien, and lay 
on their backs and presented their claws and beaks when 
we attempted to handle them. They had just been fed, 
which accounted for the cock being on the boulders and 
the hen at the nest. The plucked and still warm body of a 
Meadow-Pipit, partially torn up, lay in the nest. 

The site was a very typical one. The nest was just 
inside some old heather, adjoining a bracken patch. Un
fortunately, the only place for a hide was to the west of the 
nest, which made the chance of good photographs impossible 
on account of the light. Still, since it was the notes I 
mainly wanted, I decided to make the best of it. As we 
moved away, the hen again appeared and renewed her wild 
alarm till we were out of sight. 

On the 19th of July we fixed up the hide seven feet from 
the nest. It was the only possible spot and the standing 
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bracken helped very materially to camouflage it. To the 
left was the hillside with its favourite boulders, while straight 
in front one got a distant view of Simond's Seat across 
Wharfedale. To the right and some fifty yards away 
splashed and gurgled a little stream, Gill Beck, with a solitary 
tree on its far bank in which, immediately below the tree, 
a pair of Wrens was just rearing a second brood. 

The young Merlins had already grown appreciably, and I 
was very disappointed at not being able to begin a continuous 
watch right away, but circumstances made it impossible, 
whilst the weather lent no encouragement. On the 23rd 
my watch began in earnest, and I kept steadily at it till 
the young could fly on August 5th. 

Determined to discover all I could of the habits of these 
birds, I realized the importance of being on the spot first 
thing in the morning and last thing at night, periods which 
most bird-photographers (and also watchers) miss, and 
which are usually the most interesting. The only way of 
achieving this object was to spend the night here, which I 
did to my great discomfort, several times. Twice I stayed 
in the hide—two feet high, two feet broad and six feet long 
(two of which were camera space). Once indeed I was 
there for thirty-six hours on end without coming out and 
without a chance of stretching my aching limbs. Sleep 
was, of course, out of the question. At other times I lay 
on a small commanding knoll to get an untrammelled and 
more satisfactory view of the behaviour of the old birds. 

I have been unable to find a correct description of the 
Merlin's notes in any of the published material. The alarm-
note is a fairly rapidly repeated " Kek-kek-kek," strongly 
reminiscent of the very similar note of the Kestrel. The 
alarm of the cock, of several pairs that have come under my 
close observation, has been higher pitched than that of the 
hen and readily distinguishable. The feeding-note of the 
cock—a more rapidly repeated " Kek " than the alarm and 
only sometimes uttered, when bringing food—is too similar 
to be separately described, but is quite distinguishable in 
the field. As a rule it is only repeated half a dozen times 
at the most. That there is a distinction, notwithstanding 
assertions to the contrary, is proved by the behaviour of 
the hen, for when the cock alarms, she alarms too. When 
the cock cries " food," she replies with her feeding-note. 
Her note is at all events quite characteristic and can be 
mistaken for nothing else, consisting as it does of a long-
drawn-out and frequently repeated " Eep-eep-eep," at 
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times kept up for two or three minutes without a break. 
The whimpering of the young is very similar and might 
possibly be mistaken for it in certain circumstances, but 
it is very soft, and uttered at a much quicker rate. As the 
young matured, however, it grew both slower and louder. 
Then, lying in the hide only seven feet from the nest, it was 
difficult at times to distinguish between the note of the 
young close at hand and the distant note of the mother. 
There is in addition the soft " tick " of both birds on landing 
at the nest. 

From beginning to end I never saw the mother attempt 
to brood her young. No matter whether it thundered and 
poured rain in buckets, day and night they were left to 
themselves. At such times when quite young, they would 
huddle together, all four quite symmetrically arranged, 
breast to breast, four doleful little heads making a dome at 
the top while the rain coursed down their backs in little 
runnels through the matted down. At night they also 
huddled together, but just anyhow. There was no definite 
arrangement. Now and then one would have a final spasm 
of preening, and for a moment one would see a large beady 
eye shining out from some corner of the soft downy pile. 
But as night fell all movement would cease. With the 
earliest streak of dawn, first one head and then another 
would jerkily appear, and one by one the owners would 
waddle to different corners of the nest and begin preening. 
I never saw them fed earlier than half-past six and mostly 
it was much later. The long wait was regularly spent in a 
clean-up. In fact, this was their favourite occupation 
throughout the day. 

In spite of the fact that the mother never broods her 
young, she is a most faithful parent. Up to the time that 
the young began to fly I never knew her to be out of sight 
Day and night without a break, except when the cock brought 
food, or a human being was in sight, she sat keeping a faithful 
watch over the family from one of her pet boulders. The 
nearest of these (but seldom used) was about forty yards 
away. She was most frequently to be seen on one about 
eighty yards distant. Here she would sit sometimes for 
two hours on end without stirring. Occasionally she would 
preen, but always was she wide awake and keeping an un
ceasing watch on the surrounding country. If one of the 
keepers chanced along she would rise and fly to and fro, 
" Keking " loudly. If he made his way to the hide for a 
chat and stayed any length of time, she would apparently 



MERLIN: Fig. 9. Two nestling Meadow-Pipits for lunch. 
(Photographed by W. Rowan.) 
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disappear over the hilltop. This she actually did, but 
always returned silently and unostentatiously to another 
part of the hill, there to settle and watch. The moment 
the intruder moved away again, once more she would rise 
and " Kek " angrily overhead until he was completely out 
of sight, when she would quietly resume her post on the 
boulder. 

On one occasion, towards the end, I came alone to the 
hide. Incidentally I came up the valley of the little stream, 
so that the bird probably saw me at least twenty minutes 
before I reached the nest. She was neither to be seen nor 
heard. I thought the fates were with me and that I could 
creep in unobserved. No sooner had I got inside than she 
rose from the bare ground on the top of the hill, " Keking " 
her loudest. Over and over again she flew across the hide, 
sometimes almost touching it, " Keking " her wildest " Keks," 
but as I made no movement, eventually went to her boulder 
and " Keked " there. This she kept up for half an hour, 
once in a while sailing over the hide and nest, when the cock 
arrived, unsuspecting, with food. She " Eeped," took the 
food and returned to her boulder, again " Keking." For 
another hour and a half she sat there and " Keked," mixing 
this up from time to time with the " Eep," as though the 
food was ever in her mind. The behaviour of the young 
was most interesting now, for every time she uttered the 
" Eep " they responded, but the moment she went back to 
the " Kek " they instantaneously " froze." Then, for no 
reason that I could see, the mother suddenly summoned up 
courage and flew down with the prey. The young seemed 
quite surprised after all the false warnings of the previous 
hour. 

Except on this occasion, I was always accompanied by 
another person when I went in to the hide, the other person 
walking away when I was settled in. In my experience 
this is the only safe way of taking up one's position. I 
have yet to meet the bird that can count up to two.* 

It proved just as effective with this species as with any 
other, but as one may imagine it was no easy matter to find 
some one day after day to do the tramp of four rough miles 
just to see me crawl into my hide, and then to return. Some
times I arranged with one of the keepers to meet me there, 
at others I bribed a couple of the sanatorium boys to come 
with me. 

* Birch cited me a most interesting case of Crows on which this 
trick absolutely failed. 
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The cock spent most of his time away, though at night he. 
too, was on one of the boulders. He arrived with food at 
irregular intervals throughout the day, the average being 
about two hours. The shortest was ten minutes, when he 
brought two fledgling Meadow-Pipits at the first visit, 
and another one apparently from the same brood at the 
second. The longest was three hours. During such pro
tracted waits the hen would often begin " Keking " (with 
impatience apparently) on her rock at intervals before 

MERLIN : Fig. 10. Rending the prey. 
The top of the " r i p . " Her weight is thrown on to the tail. 

(Photographed by W. Rowan.) 

his arrival. As he hove in sight, usually with the charac
teristic food-call, she would leave her station and fly to meet 
him. Promptly and invariably he would fly low for the 
nearest boulder, often some way down the valley, and the 
hen would then fly beneath him at incredible speed and 
seize the prey. Both birds were always so low, and the 
transaction so swiftly executed, that it was exceedingly 
difficult to see whether he dropped the prey or whether she 
snatched it from him. Once beyond doubt he was on the 
boulder before she reached him and he could not have dropped 
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the food in the air, which is the usual method of transference 
ascribed to these birds. On all other occasions they were 
almost touching, and it was quite impossible to say if the 
food was snatched or dropped. From the hide itself I could 
form no opinion, for though I had plenty of peepholes, the 
whole thing was so soon over that I usually missed it by not 
finding the correct peephole in the few available seconds. 
One cannot but receive with scepticism the glib accounts 
of one or two of the few bird-photographers who have tackled 
these birds with success, of the feeding of the hen by the 
cock ; for a hide is a hide, and the best peepholes in the world 
have their limitations. Moreover, when the observer refers 
to the book he is reading at the time, one can no longer attach 
much weight to his observations. Personally, I was quite 
dissatisfied with my own brief glimpses from the tent and 
spent many hours on the opposite hill watching the oft-
repeated performance through the binoculars with un
impeded view, and still I am in doubt. 

The male never hunted late. Usually before sundown 
he would bring in his last catch and then spend an hour 
feeding and preening himself. His first bag would usually 
be brought in soon after sunrise. This, and the last of the 
day, provided the only two regular meals for his mate, and 
these she mostly tore to bits and ate, not on one of the 
boulders, but on the ground somewhere on the slope of the 
hill. (Indeed, in preparing the food for the young she 
usually tore it up on the ground in preference to a rock.) 
She was always very slow and deliberate over her feeds, 
" Eeping " continuously, usually being engrossed for about 
half an hour. In the meantime the cock would sit on one 
of his pet boulders and preen, or mostly in the mornings, 
also devoured prey, during which occupation he would utter 
his feeding " Kek " from time to time. Once in a while 
he would fly to the hen, who invariably moved to a fresh 
spot. If the cock again pursued, she shifted afresh. On 
one fine sunny morning she moved four times in and out of 
the tree as a result of his advances. The second or third 
and subsequent catches (except the last) were always given 
to the young via the hen who sometimes ate parts herself. 

The male was very fond of two particular boulders and 
nearly always sat on one or other of these during his evening 
rest. This resulted once or twice in a rather amusing 
situation, for one of these was apparently also a favoured 
post for the evening performance of an old cock Grouse. 
On two evenings, soon after sunset, the Grouse quietly strolled 



MERLIN : Fig. 11. Jostling. 

(Photographed by W. Rowan.) 
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up and with a sudden whir, jumped on to the rock and pushed 
the little Falcon off. Once he merely shifted to the alternative 
post, but on the second occasion he sat on the ground for a 
moment in blank surprise, then landed full on the chest of 
his rival, who in his turn made an undignified descent, only 
to repeat his onslaught a moment later and resume his seat. 
Ignoring his fallen foe he blew out his chest and began to 
"Beck," but before he was half way through, the now 
thoroughly angry little Merlin flung himself with all his 
might at the performer, who could stand no more, and 
skimmed noisily away. The victor continued preening as 
though nothing had happened. 

Grouse and Merlins were always on good terms, or perhaps, 
more correctly, never on bad ones. They completely ignored 
each other's existence. Quietly hunting for bilberry leaves, 
the game-birds would come strolling through the bracken 
patch right up to the nest containing the young Hawks. 
but the mother never attempted to chase them off. The 
young showed no emotion of any sort on these occasions, 
nor did the Groxise. The " Becking " of the latter, morning 
and evening, was so constant all around that I assume they 
considered it a natural part of their environment. 

A word as to the feeding of the young. As mentioned 
above, this fell entirely to the mother. I am only aware of 
one author who implies that the father shares in this work 
(E. R. Paton, British Birds, Vol. XL, p. 30). I have never, 
here or elsewhere, seen even so much as an attempt at this, 
except, as stated above, in event of the mother's death. 

The prey included the following birds, Meadow-Pipit, 
Sky-Lark, Ring-Ouzel, Snipe, Spotted Flycatcher, Willow-
Wren and Song-Thrush, though the first constituted 90 per 
cent, of the entire supply. 

Usually the prey would be brought down plucked, with 
the head and wings missing. The flesh, bit by bit, would 
be tenderly given, by two or three successive mouthfuls, to 
each chick in turn, the bones frequently being swallowed 
by the mother as she cleaned them. She made very curious 
use of her tail during these operations, using it as a third 
leg to save herself from falling backwards as the meat came 
off in jerks (Fig. 10). Sometimes she would bring down 
the prey still partially unplucked, when she would give each 
youngster in turn a mouthful of feathers only. She always 
preceded this by swallowing a mouthful herself, and a mighty 
effort it always required to get it clown. The young found 
it no easier, but on the whole took their medicine well. 
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Like the majority of birds she took but scant notice of 
noises coming from the hide, but the slightest movement 
always sent her precipitately away, " Keking" wildly. 
But it never took her long to recover. Also, like the majority 
of other birds, she had no objection to smoke. This was 
fortunate, for the filth of the nest during the last ten days, 
was a great attraction to flies and other insects, which came 
freely into the hide, and were a great nuisance. A single 
cigarette, however, could clear them out. More than once, 
feeding time coincided with one of my smokes, but the old 
bird paid no attention to it, even though it blew right across 
her. 

Feeding would take anything up to a quarter of an hour 
when the young were small, but later it diminished in duration.. 
The prey would also be brought down less mutilated, till finally 
it appeared complete, merely being ripped open. It was 
then just dumped clown on to the nest and the young had to 
scramble for it. Early on, the mother used to eat parts of 
the prey before she brought it to the eyrie. This augmented 
her own morning and evening rations. A day or two before 
the young could fly, for the first time she hunted on her 
own, but never, I think, went far. Once she brought down 
food when the cock was away. This, I think, must have 
been captured by herself and she arrived without uttering 
her "Eep " note, which supports the assumption. Another 
time the male arrived with food but got no answer to his 
call, and settled on a boulder still calling. In a minute, 
from very far away came the rapidly approaching " Eep '" 
of his mate, as she soared over the distant hilltop, shot past 
his perch, and snatched the prey from him to take it back 
to the top of the hill and thereto prepare it for the young. 
This occupied her but a short time, and she brought it down 
complete except for the entrails. Her departure, after 
feeding, was always very precipitate. Mostly she would 
sit for a few seconds and take a loving look at the scrambling 
young and then without warning, disappear in a flash. 

I never knew her to remove any of the stale remains from 
the eyrie. Sometimes she would carry the bones away with 
her immediately after a feed, sometimes they were left, and 
sometimes eaten. On the last day there were several un
savoury skulls, wings, legs and bigger bones still in and 
around the nest. Incidentally, this and the surrounding 
heather were white with the down shed by the young. 

(To be continued). 


