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OBSERVATIONS ON T H E BREEDING-HABITS 
OF T H E MERLIN. 

IV.—THE YOUNG. 

BY 

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

(Concluded from p. 231.) 

DURING many long hours in hiding here, I can honestly 
say that I never suffered a moment's boredom. Cramp, 
suffocating heat at breathless midday, freezing cold during 
the weary night hours, and intense thirst, all came into the 
" day's work," but the comical antics of the young Merlins 
kept me incessantly entertained. 

Thirst was not the least of my worries. To reduce weight 
—two cameras, a tripod, binoculars, mackintosh, blanket, 
sketch book, etc., made a sufficient burden for a four-mile 
moorland tramp—my food consisted of chocolate. This 
in itself induced thirst. The suffocating heat of the little 
hide induced it. Flies led to smoking and smoking induced 
it. Within earshot bubbled Gill Beck, purest of pure moor
land becks, and that induced it more than all the others put 
together. But to run down to its banks and wallow in it, 
which was my continual desire, was out of the question, 
for I. was alone, and there was no one to see me back into 
the hide. But even thirst was forgotten many a time, 
thanks to my constant little entertainers. 

When first I saw them they were but a few days old and 
completely clothed in down. On the 22nd the blood-filled 
quills of the remiges and rectrices were easily visible, and 
on the 23rd they had burst their tips. By the 26th these 
had grown considerably, but more than half of each was 
still in sheath. The lores now showed the first signs of 
feathering. This was an important date for the youngsters, 
for they began to get the use of their legs and spent much 
time in practising the art of standing upright. This caused 
them many falls, but they persevered. Hitherto they had 
crawled about, the whole tarsus being applied to the ground 
and used as a foot. 

Already they showed their natural instinct of obedience, 
for if the mother for any reason sounded the alarm from 
her rock all would instantly " freeze," no matter what their 
occupation at the time, and glance fiercely around. If, on 
the other hand, they heard the maternal " Eep " they all 
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began to whimper in response and expectation. When her 
warning was followed by a rush of wings and she precipitated 
herself on to the edge of the nest, they became positively 
rowdy, and crowded clamouring round her. During one 
feed I happened to move. Instantly the mother ceased her 
rending of the prey and fixed a penetrating eye on the hide. 
But she had not " Keked," and the young continued to 
clamour and crowd on to her, so much so that since all 
happened to be on one side, she would have lost her balance, 
had she not shot out the off wing and saved herself (Fig. n ) . 

One of the young was much smaller than the rest, and 
proved to be backward both in feathering and behaviour. 
The others now for the first time began to take an interest 
in the legs of two Pipits left in the nest. Many times during 
the day they tugged at them sometimes two pulling, one at 
each end, " Keking " tiny miniature " Keks " at one another. 
In the end the biggest of the brood managed to swallow 
one. It took him nearly ten minutes, and more than once I 
thought I should have to rush out to the rescue. With much 
jerking of the head all disappeared with comparatively little 
bother down to the foot, and it was then the real trouble 
began. He craned his neck to the utmost and rolled his 
eyes, straining every muscle to jerk it down. For many 
seconds at intervals he sat and rested, the foot protruding 
out of his beak. The long hind claw, the very last item to 
be accommodated, necessitated a rest of over a minute before 
sufficient effort could be made to stow it completely away. 
This laid out the little hero of the episode for over an hour. 
Nothing that his brothers did could induce him to stir. 

A favourite occupation now and later was the rubbing of 
beaks. Any two happening to be together would spend 
minutes on end at this game. The rest of the time was 
passed in dozing and preening. 

On the 27th they were strong on their legs and for the first 
time left the nest. This is characteristic of the Merlin at 
this age and very necessary from a sanitary point of view. 
Henceforward they were mostly just outside. As fortune 
would have it, they moved towards the hide, so that I not 
only had them in full view still, but nearer than formerly. 
On being handled, one of them uttered for the first time 
the " Kek " of the full-grown bird, though, no doubt, not so 
strongly. The first pellet was produced by the little chap 
who had the day before swallowed the Pipit's leg. It gave 
him nearly as much trouble to eject this as the swallowing of 
the leg had given him. 
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The 29th and 30th were extremely hot days (and the 
intervening night intensely cold !). The young now sought 
shelter from the direct rays of the sun under the surrounding 
heather most of the day, but even there they lay listlessly 
and panted open-mouthed. They took a keen interest in 
the flies, periodically snapping at them. In the cool of the 
evening they went farther afield, every now and then running 
full tilt across the nest. They also expended much energy 
climbing up on to the heather stalks and scrambling down 
again. For the first time the biggest of the family attempted 
to feed themselves properly, putting their feet on the prey 
and rending it in imitation of their mother. Their wings 
were developing, but were still heavy in down. The 
stage may be seen in the photographs of the bird stretching 
and the one feeding. They were taken on the 29th and 30th 
respectively. 

By the 1st of August the backs were getting well 
feathered, while feathers were also appearing on the head 
and breast. There was one exception, however—the little 
backward chap, whose head was still completely downy. 
They climbed more frequently on to the heather and would 
sit there for many minutes together, as though trying to 
get used to the sensation of being in the air. Instead of 
scrambling down they would now jump the last few inches 
with wings outspread. They would also stretch their 
growing wings by standing on one foot only and using the 
other to spread out the feathers of the wing on that side. 
Then they would stand on the other leg and reverse. In 
fact, they were developing into real big birds and were 
trying big things. Like all beginners, they could not 
accomplish everything they tried. Amongst the odds and 
ends in the nest was the head of a Pipit with the whole 
windpipe attached to it. This one of the bigger ones tried 
for half an hour to swallow, but in the end had to leave it 
where he found it. He swallowed the trachea successfully, 
but could not open his little beak wide enough.to accommodate 
the head. Many minutes of vicious jerking and stretching 
of the jaws failed to get it in, though the windpipe was 
stowed away safely enough, two long inches of it. The 
only thing to do was to put his foot on the head of the Pipit 
and pull everything out again. He then had another good 
look at it and once again swallowed the trachea, only to 
find that both the head and his jaws were the same size as 
before, and that even more vigorous jerks than previously 
failed to bring the prize nearer home. Once again the whole 
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thing was fetched out and re-examined before a third try 
was made. It was only after the sixth effort that he was 
quite convinced that he was attempting the impossible 
and gave it up in disgust. His feelings must have been 
seriously hurt, when his mother at the next feed spotted 
the dainty morsel and swallowed it at a gulp! 

Now that their feathers were rapidly coming they seemed 
to spend even more time in preening. The loose bits of 
down kept coming away in their beaks. Each one was 
swallowed, though being so small and fluffy and dry, each 

M E R L I N : Fig. 12. Watching the mother's approach. 
(Photographed by W. Rowan.) 

proved an effort. When preening an awkward spot, e.g.. 
the throat, the eyes were always closed. 

In the evening, when they were livelier than at other 
times, they now went far afield. It was indeed only at odd 
moments that I could get a view of one at all, vigorously 
flapping his wings, or stretching, or else sitting still with 
head bobbing hard up and down, gaze concentrated on 
something in the distance—usually a fly at. the top of a tall 
heather branch. 

That feeding themselves was still a new idea was evident 
whenever a bird was brought down to them, for they still 
clamoured to be fed. and continued whimpering for some 
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time after the mother had gone. Long after her dis
appearance, as a last resource, they tried it for themselves. 
Now for the first time they slept apart, little Runtie being 
left all by himself on the edge of the nest. 

On the 2nd of August, with the exception of the little 
backward chap, the down was disappearing visibly. The 
colouring of their first winter plumage was now apparent. 
The tail-feathers were still in sheath for nearly half their 
length, the flights only at their bases. The irides were very 
dark hazel and the cere a little more deeply tinged with 
yellow. A pale tawny stripe had appeared above the eye. 
The back was brown with a steely-grey mixed into it, the 
individual feathers having dark centres and light brown 
fringes. The breast was rufous-brown with sandy streaks. 
The thighs were a dirty white with rufous " blobs " scattered 
thinly over them, shaped like tear-drops and quite different 
from those of the adult. They spent more time than ever 
flapping and stretching their wings and climbing on to the 
heather to jump off again, wings outspread. One of them 
went right round and beyond the back of the hide, fifteen 
feet from home, the farthest yet. 

On August 5th the three biggest could fly for about a 
hundred yards. For the first time I heard them respond 
with a first-class imitation to the alarm " Kek " of the 
mother. 

In conclusion, I will quote verbatim from my notes written 
on the spot, to give the reader a clearer idea of the home life 
of these birds for a few hours in the evening and the morning. 

" July 27th, 1918.—7.30 p.m.: The hen is sitting silently 
on her rock. 7.50 : The rapid ' Kek ' of the cock suddenly 
breaks the silence as he flies across the valley in front of the 
tent. Immediately the hen rises with the long drawn 
' Eep-eep-eep.' He then feeds her too low and too far to 
see the exchange, which was done like a flash. Both birds 
then settle quite close together. For twenty minutes the 
hen keeps up the ' Eep ' from the same spot, a good distance 
away. Periodically comes the short ' Kek ' of the cock 
from about the same spot, though now he is flying right 
over the tent uttering the same note. The young take no 
notice of him except to watch him in his flight. (At the 
first' Eep ' of the hen they had begun to whimper expectantly, 
but soon got quiet again.) They are now very restless and 
have shifted back to the old nest and have begun preening. 
They can stand up but are very shaky, and waddle rather 
than walk. Grouse are now getting noisy, but my birds 
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seem to take no notice of them. The call of a Golden Plover, 
however, brought them all to attention. 

" At about 8.30 I re-focussed the camera on the old site, 
hoping if the sky cleared to get a moonlight exposure of the 
sleeping birds. Whether the hen on the rock saw my hand 
go to the front or not I do not know, but the light was very 
poor and the whole camera well in the hide, and I should 
have thought it quite impossible. A few minutes later, 

M E R L I N : Fig. 13. Stretching. 

(Photographed by W. Rowan.) 

however, she began the alarm ' Kek,' or what sounded like 
it to me, and kept it up till 9, once coming over the tent 
when the young sat motionless, wide-eyed. Then came 
the rapid ' Kek ' of the male, when the hen switched into 
the ' Eep ' note and met him. The young showed no desire 
for food, but relaxed from their tense attitude and began 
preening again. They now rubbed their beaks together and 
began huddling up, breasts together and heads all mixed 
up on top of the downy pile. And thus at 9.30 they fell 
asleep. Of the old birds I saw or heard no more. 
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" Not a breath of wind stirred the ling. One by one the 
Grouse grew silent. The fells purpling in the distance 
faded into the blackness of night and a deathly silence fell 
over the moor, broken only by the distant murmuring of 
Gill Beck. 

MERLIN : Fig. 14. Stage of plumage on 1st August. 
(Photographed by W. Rowan.) 

" As the moon rose higher behind heavy thunder clouds 
I could just distinguish the nestlings, a motionless ball of 
white. Twice between n and 12 I heard the Nightjar 
close at hand, not the ' Churr,' for they all have well-grown 
young now, but the monosyllabic call-note. It did not disturb 
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the Merlins. Nor did my own movements, for I had to turn 
once or twice during my long eerie vigil to avoid cramp. 

" Sunday, July 28th.—Daybreak was disappointing. 
Just after four the sky over Simond's Seat and Bar den Fell 
grew brighter, and soon the grey light of a cloudy dawn 
was creeping westwards, and revealed the moor shrouded 
in mist, blocking out the fells. At 4.15 the first ' Quack, 
quack——go-back, go-back, go-back ' of an old cock Grouse 
resounded from a mound to the left, and inside ten minutes 
the whole moor was reverberating with the becking of the 
Grouse. With the babbling of Gill Beck were mingled 
snatches of a Wren's song. Suddenly there came the rapid 
' Kek ' of the little cock Merlin as he flew over the tent, 
answered at once by the ' Eep ' of the hen as she rose from 
the boulder on which she had settled last night. On the 
instant the young were awake, and responsive, but soon 
began preening. The ' Eeping ' continued for something 
like half an hour with the occasional ' Keking ' of the cock. 
Then silence. At six the same thing was repeated, though 
the ' Eeping ' did not last so long. At 7.30 again came the 
rapid ' Kek ' of the male, followed by the ' Eep ' of the 
hen once or twice before she came down to the young with 
their first feed for the day, the plucked back end of a Pipit." 

On the 5th of August my vigil ceased. The keeper in 
charge of this area had asked me several times when the 
young would be flying. I said honestly enough that they 
should be flying by the middle of the month. I hoped that 
by then they would be strong enough to escape the gun, 
though I did not explain this. But the man was sceptical, 
and on the 5th, early in the morning, thinking that I was 
stretching a point, I suppose, went out with his gun and 
finding two of the little Merlins far from home and flying 
well enough to escape his dog, shot them. The other two 
—little Runtie was one—he caught and tethered in the nest for 
my benefit. Shortly afterwards I turned up and for the last 
time saw the faithful little Tiercel bring food to the Falcon. 

No amount of pleading, no offers of bribery and cor
ruption, could save the lives of the remaining two. It was 
claimed that they would not be strong enough on the 
wing by the 12th to get out of the way of the Grouse drive, 
which they would spoil by scaring the Grouse ! However, 
Birch promised me that if I took the young away, the old 
birds should go scot free. And that is how my little friends, 
a week or two later, found themselves at liberty on the 
wild Carnarvon moors far from the home over which their 
parents were probably still lamenting them. 


